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ABSTRACT 
 
Research on sexual minority experiences has traditionally documented harrowing accounts of 
homophobia, harassment, and discrimination. While sexual minority’s experiences are typically 
imbued with physical, mental and emotional consequences, men who have sex with men and 
women or, MSMW may be subject to a unique homophobic experience due to their sexual identity 
Hence, research shows that these men may have to devise strategies to insulate themselves from 
discrimination and possible physical harm. This study explored how MSMW navigate their sexual 
identities in the presence of homophobia. The study adopted a social constructionist perspective 
as a theoretical lens to study these sexual navigations. A qualitative research methodology was 
utilised. Six male participants from KwaZulu-Natal were sampled using a combination of 
convenience and purposive sampling techniques. Data were transcribed verbatim and analysed 
using thematic analysis. The findings of this study suggest that MSMW experience forms of 
homophobic attitudes across different spheres of their lives. As a result, these men may draw from 
normative gender performances present within their communities, conceal their sexual identity by 
presenting themselves in heteronormative ways, and limiting disclosure of their sexuality to those 
closest to them, regardless of the emotional burden they may consequently carry. The findings of 
the study further point out that more research is needed to further understand sexual minorities’ 
navigation of their sexual identities in contexts that are not accepting and the social and 
psychological implications that this has on them.  
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GLOSSARY 
 
Bisexual: “A person who is capable of having sexual, romantic and intimate feelings for or a love 
relationship with someone of the same gender and with someone of other genders. Such an 
attraction to different genders is not necessarily simultaneous or equal in intensity” (Psychology 
Society of South Africa’s [PsySSA] Gender and Sexualities Division, 2017, p. 59). 
 
Down-low: Sexual slang used for men who identify as heterosexual but secretly have sex with 
other men. 
 
Gay: “A man who has sexual, romantic and intimate feelings for or a love relationship with another 
man (or men). In the South African context, some lesbians also identify as ‘gay’ which, again, 
emphasises the importance of enquiring about self-naming and honouring such naming” (PsySSA, 
2017, p. 59). 
 
Heterosexual: Having sexual, romantic, and intimate feelings for or a love relationship with a 
person or persons of a gender other than one’s own (PsySSA, 2017, p. 61). 
 
Lesbian: A woman who has sexual, romantic, and intimate feelings for or a love relationship with 
another woman (or women). Note, some lesbians prefer referring to themselves as “gay” (PsySSA, 
2017, p. 61). 
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CHAPTER ONE:  
INTRODUCTION 
1.1  BACKGROUND: ISSUES WITH SAME-SEX SEXUALITIES 
A large body of research has focused on the lived experiences of individuals with same-sex 
sexualities (Gold, Marx, & Lexington, 2007; Msibi, 2009; Morris, McCormack, & Anderson, 
2014). This work has predominantly been conducted in countries from the West and has shown to 
a varying degree the presence of people with same-sex sexualities through prevalence surveys 
(Cloete et al., 2014; Setswe et al., 2015). This work has paralleled advocacy efforts from numerous 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) organisations and communities to 
become more visible in the public arena. The bulk of this work has focused on the ill-treatment 
that most LGBTI individuals are exposed to within their communities due to their sexual 
orientation or gender presentation (Anguita, 2012; Lease & Gevisser, 2017; Msibi, 2009). The 
research has concluded that people with same-sex sexualities constitute sexual minorities within 
their communities, where the majority of the community identifies as heterosexual (Vu, Tun, 
Sheehy, & Nel, 2011). This means that most LGBTI individuals have to understand their unique 
sexual identity in spaces that are largely heterosexual – be it communities, within families, at 
schools, or in churches (Katrina et al., 2009).  
Research investigating the general public’s attitudes towards people with same-sex sexualities 
has indicated varying degrees of intolerance, across different places in different periods of time 
(Kretz, 2012; Wilkerson, Ross, & Brooks, 2009). Over the years, same-sex sexuality 
(homosexuality) has been understood differently even by healthcare practitioners, where within 
psychology it has moved from being viewed as a diagnosable disorder using the Diagnostic and 
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Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5, 2013), to being removed as one of the disorders 
(DSM-5, 2013).   
However, even with notable shifts in people’s attitudes over recent years, research still shows 
that LGBTI individuals still face untold amounts of hatred and sometimes harm due to their sexual 
orientations (Lease & Gevisser, 2017; Wilson, 2017). These homophobic attitudes remain the 
central focus of research investigating same-sex sexualities (Francis, 2017; Salvati, Loverno, 
Giacomantonio, & Baiocco, 2016). In this study, I focus on the potential impact that homophobic 
attitudes (whether real or imagined) may have on how men with same-sex sexualities navigate 
their sexual identities within this context, which they may view as intolerant or unsafe.  
1.2  HOMOPHOBIA  
The literature suggests that one reality that all LGBTI individuals must face is the fact that 
same-sex desire is viewed negatively by many individuals and communities (Moradi et al., 2010; 
Israel & Mohr, 2004). Research on sexual minorities has traditionally documented harrowing 
experiences of homophobia, harassment, and discrimination (Morris et al., 2014). It has found 
young people growing up surrounded by homophobic language and attitudes, and living within a 
social and legal system biased towards heterosexuals (Morris et al., 2014). Lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual (LGB) individuals have faced great societal prohibitions and prejudices based on the 
expression of their same-gender sexual feelings and behaviours (Weber, 2008). This is reinforced 
by research that shows that discrimination based on sexual orientation is a serious problem. 
Members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community are still subjected to 
violence and rejection; a fact that leads to grave consequences – physically and mentally (Diaz 
et al., 2001; Rubinstein, Makov, & Sarel, 2013). 
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Research on homophobia has indicated that it exists at an international level (Israel & Mohr, 
2004). What this suggests, however, is that not all LGBTI individuals are affected by homophobia 
in the same way. Factors like race and socio-economic class have been shown to mitigate 
homophobia (Richter, Lindahl, & Malik, 2017; Sandfort, Melendez, & Dias, 2007). In the United 
States of America (USA), some recent studies have argued that black and Latino LGBTI 
individuals face more intense levels of homophobia than their white counterparts, with the latter 
being able to insulate themselves from most forms of violence because of their social class (Choi, 
Han, Paul, & Ayala, 2011; Moradi et al., 2010; Morris et al., 2014). It could, however, be argued 
that LGBTI individuals in Western countries like the USA are in a more privileged position in 
comparison to those living in third-world countries, where poverty and the footprint left by the 
presence of colonialism and its same-sex intolerant religious ideologies still have a stronghold 
(Winskell, Sabben, Stephenson, Pruitt, Allen, & Findlay, 2018). I make a case for this point in the 
section presented below, by focusing on the nature of homophobia in some parts of Africa. I then 
discuss the progress made by South Africa to eradicate discrimination on the grounds of an 
individual’s sexual orientation.  
1.3  THE NATURE OF THE HOMOPHOBIC ATMOSPHERE IN AFRICA 
As a point of departure, it is imperative for me to first comment on the nature of homophobia 
in Africa, before focusing on South Africa. Bennett and Reddy (2015, p. 15) mention that “the 
current discourse around homophobia in Africa reflects it as the world’s worst place to be gay”. 
Researchers investigating homophobia in Africa seem to concur that to some degree, homophobic 
attitudes among Africans are based on the belief that homosexuality is un-African (Kaoma, 2018; 
Sigamoney & Epprecht, 2013; Winskell et al., 2018). According to Bennett and Reddy (2015), the 
argument that homosexuality is un-African and thus not a human rights issue is prevalent and 
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established in both religious and political contexts. Homosexual practices are a criminal offence 
in approximately half of all African countries (The Law Library of Congress, 2014, as cited in 
Winskell et al., 2018, p. 859). Winskell et al. (2018, p. 859) further state that “sexual stigma which 
has been deﬁned as the negative regard, inferior status, and relative powerlessness that society 
collectively accords to any non-heterosexual behaviour, identity, relationship, or community is, 
thus, often state endorsed”. What this means is that there is often no legal or moral protection for 
LGBTI individuals within these contexts.  
Although scholars like Mwikya (2013) warn against the acceptance of this intolerance as 
“African homophobia”, but rather an issue of discrimination faced by LGBTI individuals at an 
international level, and that Uganda was turned into a spectacle after its proposed bill against 
homosexuality, other scholars like Bennett and Reddy (2015) highlight that critique of how 
homophobic violence is reported is warranted, for example, like how Matebeni (2014, cited in 
Bennett & Reddy, 2015, p. 12) interrogates how written work always paints a picture that black 
lesbians are from poor townships and are victims of rape and murder. Bennett and Reddy (2015, 
p. 15) also state that  
“it would be idiotic to argue that people living outside the conventions of gender 
and sexuality which structure their societies are safe anywhere; and it would be 
equally silly to argue against the fact that contemporary African contexts are 
frequently mined by violence, of many types”.  
I agree with this opinion as there is also a body of literature that suggests that the most 
successful LGBTI individuals at navigating their sexual identities, with fewer chances of violence, 
are those who have the financial means to insulate themselves from these acts.  
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According to Sandfort and Reddy (2013, cited in Winskell et al., 2018, p. 859), the “aggressive 
anti-gay rhetoric from politicians and religious ﬁgures has accompanied the increased visibility of 
sexual diversity in sub-Saharan Africa since the 1980s and 1990s, reinforcing a climate of 
intimidation and oppression in many contexts”. In most African countries, homosexuality is a 
criminal offence and individuals found guilty of the crime may be imprisoned. Kretz (2013) 
mentions that there are only 15 African nations in which homosexual activity is not explicitly 
barred by law. Kretz (2013) draws attention to the fact that there are diverse ways in which 
countries in Africa, such as Uganda, intend to criminalise not only homosexuality but also the 
public and private support of homosexuality or homosexual individuals, which is different to South 
Africa, which has at a constitutional level banned all forms of discrimination.  
1.4  HOMOPHOBIA IN SOUTH AFRICA 
    According to Lease and Gevisser (2017), South Africa is dramatically different from the rest of 
Africa regarding the rights of the gay and lesbian community. Since 1996 and the advent of 
democracy, the Constitution explicitly outlaws discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation 
(Bennett & Reddy, 2015). Bennett and Reddy (2015) further state that in the decade following, the 
movement used the judicial system to revoke the anti-sodomy laws and to win equality in the rights 
to adoption, access to pensions, and marriage equality, which were then granted by an act of 
parliament, as mandated by the Constitutional Court in 2006 (Lease & Gevisser, 2017). Francis 
and Msibi (2011, p. 160) state that: 
The equity clause [9(3)] in the South African Constitution (Government Gazette of 
South Africa, 1996) prohibits discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation: No 
person shall be unfairly discriminated against on the grounds of race, gender, sex, 
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ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, 
conscience, belief, culture, language, birth, or marital status. 
This means that South African LGBTI individuals should have legal protection from the legal 
system against homophobic attacks. According to Butler, Alpaslan, Strümpher, and Astbury 
(2003), inclusivity, non-discrimination, and tolerance are actively encouraged and legislated across 
all sectors of society.  
However, the literature shows that legal protection does not necessarily translate to LGBTI 
individuals in South Africa enjoying the full protection of their rights with regard to their sexual 
identities (Anguita, 2012; Dlamini, 2006; Francis, 2017). Instead, Msibi (2009) indicates that 
although the rights-based approach used by South Africa to combat discrimination has afforded 
previously marginalised groups a variety of freedoms, the continuation of hate crimes against 
LGBTI individuals is indicative of the limits to this approach. Msibi (2009, p. 50) further mentions 
that members of the LGBTI community continue to “experience some of the most horrific forms 
of violence, including rape, gay-bashing and even murder. This violence, whether verbal, physical, 
implied or potential, is largely caught up in notions of masculinity and is highly gendered”.  
I advance in other chapters of this research Msibi’s (2009) argument that homophobia is based 
on notions of masculinity and that it is gendered. What is important is that Msibi (2009) argues 
that homophobic violence against LGBTI individuals in South Africa can take many forms despite 
a protective constitution. The presence of such attitudes and violent crimes within communities 
where LGBTI individuals live has the potential to impact on how they navigate their sexual 
identities within those spaces, which they may deem as unsafe for them. I am therefore of the 
opinion that understanding how these individuals navigate these potentially dangerous spaces is 
imperative for social science research within the South African context.  
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The large body of research that has been conducted in South Africa to trace the nature of 
homophobia has been conducted within the education sector, and examined the attitudes of 
students about same-sex sexualities (Butler et al., 2003; Francis & Msibi, 2011; McArthur, 2015). 
This body of work has identified the presence of homophobia within this context from teachers to 
learners, and the research has also indicated a lack of inclusiveness of sexual minorities in the 
curriculum (Butler et al., 2003; Francis & Msibi, 2011; McArthur, 2015). Therefore, what this 
suggests is that not only do some LGBTI individuals have to start navigating their sexual identities 
at a young age in spaces that are not accepting (Msibi, 2012), but they also lack access to important 
resources that may aid them in understanding themselves better.  
Although this research does not seek to trace the origins of homophobia in South Africa, but 
is rather focused on how MSMW navigate their sexual identities in its presence; it is worth noting 
that both in South Africa and across the African continent, one of the main arenas in which 
homophobia is played out most vociferously is in religious discourse and, despite advances in the 
legal construction of homosexuality in South Africa, homophobia continues to pervade religious 
life (Potgieter & Reygan, 2011, p. 60).  
Given the colonial past of South Africa, which saw the adoption of Christianity as one of the 
major religions by many South Africans, most of the moral values against same-sex sexualities are 
understood as being based on the premise that homosexuality is a sin (Portgieter & Reygan, 2011; 
Siegel & Meunier, 2018). This is to say that individuals with same-sex sexualities may face 
discrimination from people who draw their moralistic value from this discourse of religion.  
1.5  REFLECTION ON THE SECTION  
In the above section of this chapter, I have set a brief scene of the contested nature of same-
sex sexualities in Africa. I then discussed the presence and the nature of homophobia at a global 
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level, then paid special attention to the currently reported homophobic attitudes in Africa and 
within South Africa. I made mention that this section on homophobia was not intended to provide 
a detailed account of the origins of homophobia at both the international or national level, but 
rather serves as an indicator of the harsh realities that LGBTI individuals must navigate due to 
their same-sex sexualities, which, according to the literature presented above, are not accepted.   
The next part of this chapter confronts the conceptual difficulties of working with bisexually 
active men as a study population. I use the term “bisexually active” very loosely here as it pertains 
to this study population.   
1.6  DEFINITION OF BISEXUALITY: CONCEPTUAL CONSIDERATIONS  
Studying human sexuality is challenging as most of the concepts that we work with are not 
static or given. What may appear as a simple concept is often complicated and multilayered. In 
this section, I attempt to define my understanding of men who have sex with men and women 
(MSMW), who are my study population.  
In recent years, scholars have identified difficulties in conducting research with bisexual 
individuals, particularly men (Dodge, Reece, & Gebhard, 2008; Israel & Mohr, 2008). According 
to the Psychology Society of South Africa’s (PsySSA) Gender and Sexualities Division (2017, p. 
59), a bisexual person is  
[a] person who is capable of having sexual, romantic and intimate feelings for or a 
love relationship with someone of the same gender and with someone of other 
genders. Such an attraction to different genders is not necessarily simultaneous or 
equal in intensity.  
Even though this definition is comprehensive, it does not capture all the nuances of people who 
are sexually involved with people of the same sex or gender. For example, a man may have sex 
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with another man but may not consider himself to be bisexual, such as in the case of prisoners and 
possibly miners.  
Researchers have noted this conceptual difficulty that not all men who sleep with partners of 
both sexes would self-identify as bisexual (Carrillo & Hoffman, 2016). For example, research 
conducted globally and locally has shown that some men who have sex with men (MSM) may 
continue to engage in what are heteronormative sexual relations to evade homophobic attitudes 
(Cloete et al., 2014). As a result, the majority of the studies conducted recently have used the term 
men who have sex with men (MSM) as an umbrella term to capture within it the multiple facets 
of men who engage in same-sex activities regardless of their self-identification (Cloete et al., 2014; 
Setswe et al., 2015).  
Other work has further stratified this category of men into MSMW in an attempt to differentiate 
between men who exclusively have sexual relations with same-sex partners, to those who have 
sexual relations with partners of both sexes (Carrillo & Hoffman, 2016; Siegel & Meunier, 2018). 
The reasoning behind this is that MSMW may face unique challenges to their sexual identity 
navigations that other MSM may not have; for example, disclosure of their same-sex sexual 
identity to their female partners. Other scholars also draw our attention to the fact that focusing 
purely on past sexual experience of these men without consideration of their self-identification 
places one at risk of missing a large number of a population of men who may view themselves as 
bisexual but have only been involved in sexual contact with people of one sex (Lever, Kanouse, 
Rogers, Carson, & Hertz, 1992).  
For this research, I adopted a combined approach so as to not methodologically exclude any 
potential participants. This is to say that my study population includes men who have been 
bisexually active, regardless of their self-identification, in an attempt to capture the diversities in 
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how these potentially different MSMW navigate their sexual identities in a context that is 
potentially homophobic. I discuss this point in more detail in the methodology chapter. I make 
mention of it here in an attempt to indicate how this mini-treatise manages and handles the difficult 
issue of bisexuality among men.  
1.7  STUDY RATIONALE, OBJECTIVE, AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
KwaZulu-Natal is unique in South Africa in that, regardless of the many HIV communication 
strategies over the years, such as LoveLife and Brothers For life, it continues to present the highest 
HIV rates in the country (Shisana et al., 2014). The research tracking the continued presence of 
this epidemic in the province has suggested that there are a number of social contributors to the 
continued high prevalence; such as limited resources, lack of infrastructure, social constructions 
that permit multiple sexual partnerships for men (Shisana et al., 2014). Considering the fact that 
MSM continued to be under studied, and that they have been identified as a key population, an 
understanding of how a subset of these men navigated their sexual identity in the presence of 
homophobia, in a context battling HIV, was crucial for it’s potential to add towards the growing 
body of knowledge of sexuality in KwaZulu-Natal. The presence of homophobia against gays or 
lesbians might have implications in how MSMW express their same-sex behaviours, and the 
conditions under which they engage in such behaviours. An understanding of the nature of 
sexuality and sexual behaviour occurring among key populations is of importance, especially in 
South Africa, given that the country still faces a burden of violence and negative attitudes towards 
gender and sexuality diverse individuals. 
The objective of the study is to explore how African MSMW in KwaZulu-Natal navigate their 
sexual identities in the presence of homophobia. 
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The research question of this study is: How do MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal navigate their 
sexual identities in the presence of homophobia?  
1.8  STRUCTURE OF THE TREATISE 
• Chapter Two: Theoretical framework  
In this chapter, I discuss social constructionism as it relates to this research. I then discuss how 
I employ Judith Butler’s theory on gender constructions. Finally, I consider Connell’s theory on 
hegemonic masculinities and the impact it may have on how the men in this study navigate their 
sexual identities in spaces that have the potential to be dangerous due to the presence of 
homophobic violence and attitudes.  
• Chapter Three: Literature review  
This chapter reviews literature that investigates social and psychological challenges faced by 
LGBTI individuals. I then revisit bisexuality, by focusing on the unique difficulties faced by 
bisexual men that other people with same-sex sexualities may not face. I then discuss issues of 
disclosure of sexuality, and how most men with same-sex sexualities align themselves with 
dominant hegemonic masculinities within their communities.  
• Chapter Four: Methodology  
In this chapter, I outline the research design of this study. I also explain the recruitment process, 
sampling, data collection, data processing, and data analysis. I go into detail regarding the 
qualitative techniques applied throughout the research process. The chapter also explores issues of 
qualitative research credibility and transferability. Finally, I discuss ethical considerations taken 
into account during the research process.  
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• Chapter Five: Findings 
This chapter presents the findings of this study. I present the three dominant themes identified 
as impacting on the participants’ navigation of their sexuality. I divide the chapter into sections, 
where in each section I discuss a theme and its sub-themes, and I attempt to demonstrate links in 
the summations under each theme.   
• Chapter Six: Discussion 
In this chapter, I discuss the findings of this study in relation to the existing literature. I also 
attempt to interpret the findings of this study by using the theoretical framework and ideas that 
underpin this study. I also attempt to show how the findings of this study address the research 
question.  
• Chapter Seven: Conclusions and recommendations  
This chapter provides an overview of this study. I also make some personal reflections and 
address the study limitations. Finally, I make recommendations for future research, based on the 
current findings and the existing literature around the study area of sexuality in the South African 
context. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
2.1  INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter, I discuss social constructionism as the theoretical lens that I used to understand 
the topics that I deal with in this research. I then discuss Judith Butler’s theory on gender 
constructions and its applicability to the current study. Finally, I consider Connell’s theory on 
hegemonic masculinities and how it could affect how the men in this study navigate their sexual 
identities in spaces that have the potential to be dangerous due to the presence of homophobic 
violence and discriminatory attitudes. In this chapter, I attempt to show how drawing on both 
Butler’s and Connell’s work under the broad umbrella of social constructionism may be helpful in 
furthering understanding of why and how MSMW navigate their sexual identities in the presence 
of homophobia.   
2.2  SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM  
Through the lens of social constructionism, reality is not something that exists outside of its 
context (Burr, 2006; Villanueva, 1997). What is true about the world is based on the socially 
agreed-upon meanings that are attached to it (Burr, 2006). In this way, social constructionists also 
focus on individuals’ role in their interpretation of their socio-cultural artefacts (Villanueva, 1997). 
This is to say that a single sexual act that may seem identical at first glance may hold different 
meanings for different people. For example, some MSMW may view relationships with women as 
a way of avoiding stigmatisation, while others may find emotional and physical satisfaction from 
such relationships. I argue in this mini-treatise that understanding how MSMW make sense of 
socio-cultural artefacts in their context (which could include the meaning of manhood, and the 
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language and attitudes around same-sex behaviour) has the potential to impact how they navigate 
their sexual identities within these spaces.  
Social constructionism is a departure from the positivist perspective of understanding reality, 
where an objective truth is said to exist, and the role of science and research is to identify it through 
proper research inquiry techniques (Berger & Luckman, 1976). For social constructionists, 
meaning exists in how information (the knowable) is understood by those in a particular setting at 
a particular time (Augustine, 2002; Burr, 2006). There is no universal truth to be discovered that 
is out of socio-political and historical context (Gergen & Gergen, 2003). This is to say that people’s 
realities and their understanding of these realities are based on their interaction with their social 
surrounding. What is interesting to consider is that research has argued that individuals with same-
sex sexualities grow up in a world that is predominantly heterosexual, which means they more 
often than not have to navigate their understanding of their sexual identities in contrast to the 
dominant social norms (Gergen & Gergen, 2003; Villanueva, 1997). These social manoeuvres are 
thus important to understand as they have the potential to affect how these individuals understand 
themselves in relation to other people in their communities; for example, whether they feel 
marginalised or accepted.  
Knowledge is contained and may even be constrained by its social context (that is, both in time 
and place) (Thompson, 1992). What this means for this study is that in order to understand how 
MSMW navigate their sexual identities, it was important for me to gain an indication of how they 
make sense of their sexuality against the backdrop of socially agreed-upon means, by looking at 
social-cultural norms around men’s sexuality within their context in present-day KwaZulu-Natal.  
Finally, because social constructionism is based on the premise that people’s realities are 
relational, and that people participate in the construction and deconstruction of certain 
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understandings (Thompson, 1992), reality itself is therefore not static. This means that social 
norms change over time, through the processes of constructions and deconstructions of meanings 
of what is socially acceptable and what is not (Villanueva, 1997). Using social constructionism 
then becomes useful as it can account for how certain behaviours or attitudes become acceptable 
or not acceptable by different people between and within certain contexts. For this study, this was 
important to consider given that in South Africa discrimination based on sexual orientation is 
unlawful. However, there is reason to believe that individuals with same-sex sexualities still face 
varying degrees of homophobia, no matter how subtle.  
The next section considers Judith Butler’s and other scholars’ conceptualisation of the nature 
of gender construction as having social origins.  
2.2.1  Socially constructed nature of gender  
Gender has been conceptualised differently depending on the school of thought from which 
one draws one’s understanding. In social constructionism, gender is considered a social construct 
that serves the purpose of differentiating between different bodies. Salih (2002, p. 55) states that  
Butler has collapsed the sex/gender distinction in order to argue that there is no sex 
that is not always already gender. All bodies are gendered from the beginning of 
their social existence (and there is no existence that is not social), which means that 
there is no ‘natural body’ that pre-exists its cultural inscription. This seems to point 
towards the conclusion that gender is not something one is, it is something one 
does, an act, or more precisely, a sequence of acts, a verb rather than a noun, a 
‘doing’ rather than a ‘being’. 
This is to say that people are socialised into their gender roles as agreed upon by those in their 
social setting. What is understood as a female or a male body is based on the social rules attached 
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to the meanings of those words. Hence, a man becomes a man through his performance of manhood 
or acts that are prescribed into that gender identification. Understanding gender in this way is 
crucial to the exploration of how MSMW navigate their sexual identities, as the performance of 
acts that are not socially prescribed for men within their communities may expose them to 
homophobia.  
According to Pennington (2009), gender is only meaningful in social interaction, as it is 
constructed through social interaction. This means people’s understanding of their gender rests on 
their understanding of their cultural artefacts about gender, and it is through interacting with these 
and other people that the meaning of what it means to be a gendered body is constructed. West and 
Zimmerman (2009, cited in Pennington, 2009, p. 36) argue that  
gender is something people do: gender is a performance, not a natural or inherent 
quality within individuals. Doing gender is necessary because appropriate 
performances of gender are the means through which individuals claim 
membership in a ‘sex category’ as male or female. 
For me, this seems to suggest that since the meanings of these categories are socially 
constructed, they can also be deconstructed and rearranged differently depending on a particular 
context. The implications of this for this research is that MSMW may view appropriate 
performances of gender differently depending on the context in which they find themselves. This 
then means that, depending on the available social cues, they may choose to navigate their gender 
or sexual identity differently, as found in international studies (Choi et al., 2011).  
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2.2.2  Gender performance and sexuality 
According to Pennington (2009, p. 37),  
Butler asserts that femininity and masculinity are prescribed by ‘compulsory’ or 
‘institutionalized’ heterosexuality to reﬂect femaleness and maleness. She names 
the ‘heterosexual matrix’ the set of cultural ideologies that naturalize, and thereby 
legitimize, certain bodies, genders, and sexualities while excluding gender 
identities that deviate from or challenge dichotomous notions of femaleness or 
maleness, femininity or masculinity (Butler, 1990, p. 151). This matrix upholds 
dichotomous sex/gender and attraction to ‘opposite’ sides of the sex/gender binary 
(i.e., female-male, feminine-masculine desire). 
This is to say that in as much as gender is prescribed by the social context in which people find 
themselves, sexuality is also prescribed by social processes and controlled by social norms. In 
most communities, heterosexuality is the dominant sexuality that is prescribed to both men and 
women (Butler, 1993, 1995; Pennington, 2009). Objects of desires are taught to people at a young 
age in socialisation. For people with sexualities that are viewed as deviant, this means that they 
often do not have the support and guidance in attempting to understand their sexuality, and given 
the existence of homophobia in their context, they may often feel ashamed of their sexuality and 
thus choose to conceal it. In Chapter Three I review issues around the disclosure of sexuality by 
examining why it is important and why it is difficult for most MSMW to disclose their sexuality.  
Clarkson (2006) discusses the performance of sexuality as being linked to the performance of 
gender. Clarkson (2006) argues that some homosexual men may draw from the constructions of 
manhood and present themselves as being hyper-masculine as this denounces femininity, which is 
usually linked to the social constructions of womanhood. In doing so, Clarkson (2006) argues that 
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the so-called “straight-acting” men thus align themselves with heteronormative understanding of 
masculinity due to the social privileges linked with this gender presentation. Other research has 
found that gay men reconstruct their gender presentation such as in the workspace (Rumens & 
Kerfoot, 2006). In this research, I concur with this line of thinking and add that such alignment 
with heteronormative gender performances may also help MSMW to navigate their sexual 
identities and insulate themselves from homophobia within their communities.  
In the next section, I consider how the social construction of masculinity and femininity is 
linked to power and attempt to show why MSMW may reject gender constructions that may be 
linked to homosexuality.  
2.3  UNDERSTANDING THE SOCIALLY CONSTRUCTED NATURE OF 
MASCULINITY  
In recent years, the concept of masculinity as being socially constructed, and consisting of a 
social function, which is social power stratification, has been explored in research. Researchers 
like Ravenhill and De Visser (2017) argue that there are multiple masculinities; in other words, 
that there are many ways of being a man. Although the multiplicity of masculinities may be true, 
research has argued that most men will align themselves with hegemonic masculinities (Anderson, 
2005). One of the hypotheses for this that, men attempt to align themselves with hegemonic 
masculinity as this has the potential to afford them power and domination over women. This is 
further problematised in men-to-men relationships, which I explore in more detail in Chapter Three 
of this research.  
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To understand why MSMW may align themselves with hegemonic masculinities, Adams and 
Kavanagh (2018, p. 314) state that Connell saw hegemonic masculinities as  
the current and locally dominant masculine ideology, which in Western societies, 
defines ‘real men’ as powerful, competitive, physically strong, invulnerable and 
crucially, heterosexual (Connell, 1995). Behaviours that do not contribute to the 
realisation of these principles are considered inherently non-masculine at best, 
feminine at worst. The concept of hegemonic masculinity is not intended to 
describe an archetype of masculinity, nor a category of man who embodies the 
characteristics that render him inherently masculine. Rather, masculinity is a social 
process, something that is accomplished in social action. 
This is to say that the idea of manhood is context based. However, the avoidance of femininity 
is usually the backbone of the definition of what it means to be a hegemonic man. According to 
Adams and Kavanagh (2018, p. 314), hegemony  
proposes that gender relations are hierarchical: a framework within which exists a 
plurality of ways of being a man, with particular (typically heterosexual) 
masculinities being more esteemed (hegemonic) and dominating other 
subordinated and marginalized masculinities, with others being complicit to and 
supporting this cultural organization of male bodies.  
This is particularly important to explore for men who may be part of sexual minorities as this 
may mean that their manhood is questioned and their power and position in society can get 
destabilised.  
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According to Carrigan, Connell, and Lee (1985), heterosexuality and homophobia are at the 
core of hegemonic masculinity. Ravenhill and De Visser (2018, p. 2) state that  
within a hierarchical structure of masculinities, gay masculinities are subordinated 
because homosexuality is considered counter-hegemonic. Gay men represent a 
threat to patriarchy because their sexual attraction to the bodies of other men is 
considered inherently feminine, which explains the stereotype of the feminine gay 
man.  
Heterosexuality is closely policed by those who endorse hegemonic masculinity (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005) and men who display feminine behaviours or who fail in a given domain of 
masculinity, irrespective of their sexual identity, risk being symbolically relegated down the 
masculinity hierarchy, by suspicions and accusations of homosexuality (Anderson, 2005; De 
Visser & Smith, 2007; Ravenhill & De Visser, 2018). For this study, it was important to investigate 
how MSMW navigate their sexual identities in relation to issues of masculinity, as hegemonic 
masculinity may be viewed as rejecting men who are sexual minorities.  
This chapter explored how gender and sexuality are socially constructed. It also explored why 
MSMW may position themselves either towards or against social constructions such as 
masculinity in their attempts to navigate their sexual identities. The next chapter reviews literature 
focusing on MSMW and the many issues that they face in their daily lives due to their sexuality.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
3.1  INTRODUCTION  
I start this chapter by reviewing literature that investigates challenges faced by the members of 
the LGBTI community because of their sexual orientations. I then proceed by revisiting bisexuality 
by focusing on bisexuality in men. Although this study does not exclusively focus on bisexual men 
(by self-identification), but rather focuses on bisexual activity, thus including a multitude of men 
who may have several sexual orientations under the umbrella of MSMW, it is important to 
understand difficulties with bisexuality. I do this as an attempt to also shed light as to why in this 
study I took the route that recent research has been taking when investigating issues around 
bisexuality in men.  
3.2  MINORITY STRESS  
Literature focusing on the lived experiences of individuals with same-sex sexualities has 
shown that the majority of these individuals suffer from a host of social and psychological stressors 
at some points of their lives (Gold et al., 2007; Winskell et al., 2018). This body of literature argues 
that these stressors are as a result of homophobic attitudes found within the social contexts in which 
these individuals are socialised and expected to navigate in their daily lives (Gold et al., 2007; 
Newcomb & Mustanski, 2010; Szymanski & Carr, 2008). According to Richter et al. (2017), 
people with same-sex sexualities battle against psychological stressors such as the possibility of 
being rejected by parents and family members due to their sexuality. This has been argued to lead 
to anxiety, depression, and other psychological conditions to varying degrees for different 
individuals (Gold et al., 2007; Newcomb & Mustanski, 2010).  
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Some of the psychological distress that LGBTI individuals battle with is as a result of being 
exposed to real physical danger as a result of their sexuality (Winskell et al., 2018). One good 
example that is prominent in South African communities, reported mostly among black lesbians, 
is so-called “corrective rape” (Wells & Polders, 2006). Corrective rape is when a homosexual 
person is raped by people whose supposed intent is to cure their sexuality (Wilson, 2017). In cases 
with lesbians, the men who rape them are said to cure these women’s homosexuality by showing 
them the pleasure of being penetrated by a man (Anguita, 2012; Wilson, 2017). Individuals who 
are survivors of such crimes could suffer many psychological issues, including post-traumatic 
stress disorder (Gold et al., 2007).  
Although it is true that in South Africa sexual assault and rape are not specific to LGBTI 
individuals, and that most women and children are at risk of being sexually assaulted at some point 
in their lives (Wilson, 2017), the specific point I am attempting to make here is that on top of the 
already existing dangers that people face due to gender-based violence, lesbians and gay men also 
stand a chance of being targeted within their communities due to their sexuality (Anguita, 2012). 
In this way, fears of being victimised may play a key role in how MSMW navigate their sexual 
identity within spaces they deem unsafe versus those they view as being tolerant. The issue of 
gender-based violence is a big and serious one that I do not engage with in this study, due to the 
scope of the research and the focus of the study. 
Other homophobic social stressors may be less overt, and may not involve any physical 
violence; these may involve social exclusion, name calling, and hateful messages directed towards 
LGBTI individuals. MSMW may then present themselves differently in a different context to avoid 
any unpleasantness. These navigations of sexual identity are the focus of this study. In the next 
section, I revisit issues around bisexuality in an attempt to show that over and above the challenges 
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faced by most LGBTI individual MSMW who self-identify as such, they may face a set of unique 
challenges due to their bisexuality.   
3.3  UNDERSTANDING BISEXUALITY  
I wish to start this section of the literature review with a personal reflection on my own biases, 
being a monosexed individual (a person who is exclusively attracted to individuals of one gender), 
I struggled to a degree to understand concepts such as gender fluidity. Like most people who grew 
up in a monosexist community where gender and sexuality are constructed as being dichotomous, 
an understanding of sexuality and gender as being fluid requires some cognitive leaps. 
3.3.1  Contested nature of bisexuality 
Most scholars agree that although bisexual individuals are also stigmatised against due to their 
sexuality at a broader level, like most people with same-sex sexualities (Israel & Mohr, 2004), 
they also face more unique challenges than those faced by other people with same-sex sexualities 
(Morrison, Gruenhage, & Pedersen, 2016; Rubinstein et al., 2013). According to McCormack, 
Anderson, and Adams (2014, pp. 1208-1209),  
[b]isexual identities have often been either erased or marginalised in Anglo-
American cultures (Garber, 1995; Weinberg et al., 1994). They have been 
undermined primarily through the prevalence of negative stereotypes, including 
beliefs that bisexuals are unable to admit to having a homosexual orientation 
(Burleson, 2005), and that bisexuality is a transitory experiment with same-sex 
intimacy or a transitional stage before fully coming out as gay.  
McCormack et al. (2014) make some key points. First, it is that there has been an erasure of 
bisexual identities (Anderson & Adams, 2014; Bereket & Brayton; Dodge et al., 2008; Steinman, 
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2011). They argue that bisexuality has often been dismissed due to negative attitudes towards the 
bisexual identity as being a real identity. Other studies also showed the existence of these attitudes, 
where some people considered bisexual individuals as homosexuals who are afraid to admit that 
they are homosexual (Morrison et al., 2016), and where some considered it as a passing stage and 
therefore not a true sexual identity (Bradford, 2004). Klesse (2011) argues that the bisexual identity 
is seen as a problematic, transient orientation that is the result of an individual’s indecisiveness, 
lack of self-knowledge, denial, and cowardice. These difficult discourses around the bisexual 
identity are said to cause problems for bisexual individuals as they make their sexuality illegitimate 
(Ross, Daneback, & Månsson, 2012).  
The literature suggests that difficulties with the understanding and acceptance of bisexuality 
may be rooted in monosexist and heterosexist attitudes (Morrison et al., 2016). This is to say that 
sexuality or sexual attraction is between people of either gender and that this attraction should be 
between people of opposite genders. Although homosexual people are also subjected to 
heterosexist attitudes that hold that same-sex attraction is wrong, they, however, do not experience 
monosexist stigma. This is because a gay man is only attracted to other men, while a bisexual 
individual blurs both the monosexist and heterosexist lines (Ross et al., 2012; Rubinstein et al., 
2013). Bradford (2004, p. 9) argues that “dichotomies of exclusive hierarchical gender and sexual 
categories have long been generally accepted in our society. Like the division of gender, sexual 
orientation classifications have to do with separation and power. They also entail homophobia, 
which derives from sexism”. Bradford (2004) further states that this kind of dichotomisation 
assumes that people all fit into exclusive and separate categories. It allows no room for the 
variations, mixtures, and fluctuations that occur. The binary categorisation of sexuality excludes 
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the possibility of flexible, fluid sexuality because it associates bisexuality with conflict and 
confusion (Bradford, 2004; Ross et al., 2012).  
Research investigating negative attitudes towards bisexual individuals has indicated a double 
standard, where if a man has sex with other men, he is considered gay, while when a woman has 
sex with other women and men, they are considered heterosexual (Morrison et al., 2016). This 
leads one to believe that some of the negative attitudes towards bisexual men are linked to 
hegemonic masculinity that is about control and power (usually over women) and that the act of 
sleeping with another man undermines this construction and therefore strips them of their 
privileges as a man according to the gender hierarchy. This is important to this study as it may 
affect how MSMW navigate their sexual identities when deciding on the type of sexual 
relationships that they enter into.   
Israel and Mohr (2004, p. 119) maintain that negative attitudes “create a context of hostility 
for bisexual women and men that can affect many areas of their lives. Bisexual individuals have 
reported a lack of validation, isolation, and ostracism from both heterosexual and lesbian/gay 
communities”. Other authors call this biphobia (Callis, 2013; Elia & Eliason, 2012; Morrison et al., 
2016). This means that people who are bisexual are usually not validated or accepted by either the 
heterosexual and homosexual communities. According to McCormack et al. (2014), in addition to 
suffering biphobia and stereotyping from heterosexuals, bisexuals are also stigmatised by gay men 
and lesbians. Some gay men question the legitimacy of bisexuality because they perceive bisexual 
men to be calling themselves bisexual in the gay community while simultaneously presenting 
themselves as heterosexual in the straight community (Weiss, 2003). Rust (2009, as cited in 
McCormack et al., 2014, p. 1209) argues that bisexuals are still perceived as enjoying the pleasures 
of same-sex sexuality while avoiding the burden of sexual oppression and that some lesbian 
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feminists have viewed bisexual women as traitors or cowards for not rejecting men entirely. This 
causes a host of both social and psychological problems that are unique from those of other people 
with same-sex sexualities (McCormack et al., 2014). According to Fox (1991, as cited in Israel & 
Mohr, 2004, p.119), the view of bisexuality as a transitional stage in the development of sexual 
orientation identity may be reinforced by the personal histories of lesbian- and gay-identified 
individuals who identified as bisexual at some point in their coming-out process.  
To a certain extent, research also suggests that some bisexual individuals may struggle with 
their bisexuality, others referring to it as a drunken curiosity, therefore denouncing their bisexuality 
and identifying themselves as heterosexual (Esterline & Galupo, 2013). Other bisexually active 
men are said to label their sexual encounters with other men as “bud-sex”, which means sex 
between friends without any emotional connections (Silva, 2017). In this way, they are said to 
reject bisexuality or homosexuality as a sexual orientation because of the lack of emotional 
investment in sexual relationships they have with other men. In this way, sexuality becomes 
performative – something that these men can “do” or “not do” (Esterline & Galupo, 2013). This 
type of understanding of bisexuality does not sit well with other individuals from the greater 
LGBTI community, as they then tend to consider it as not a true sexuality. For bisexual women 
and men, this often creates an unrealistic expectation that individuals must be simultaneously 
involved with male and female partners to maintain a bisexual identity. This behavioural focus for 
sexual minorities works to complicate societal understandings of bisexuality (Esterline & Galupo, 
2013). 
In attempting to be sensitive to people’s lived experiences in this study, I conceptualise these 
instances as sexual identity navigations of MSMW. This is because in my working with this 
population, I am not restricted to their self-identification, but I also consider sexual behaviour that 
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I did not restrict to a timeframe, as explained in earlier parts of this research. In the next section, I 
further problematise bisexuality within a romantic relationship to demonstrate how bisexuals may 
be exposed to even more challenges in this area of their lives that they must learn to navigate.  
3.3.2  Bisexuality and romantic relationships  
Even though romantic relationships are not the focus of this study, understanding bisexuality 
in this context is important as it highlights some of the stereotypes and challenges faced by 
bisexuals. To understand issues of bisexual and romantic relationships, it is important to revisit the 
constructed nature of gender and sexuality. Rubinstein et al. (2013) argue that  
bi-negativity or biphobia can be explained by the idea that a bisexual attraction undermines 
common beliefs concerning attraction and the dichotomy of the gender construct, such as that a 
man can be attracted to a woman (heterosexual), or another man (homosexual), but not both. 
Esterline and Galupo (2013) state that the distinction between sexual behaviour and sexual identity 
is real, and that sexual minorities are often held to a behavioural standard for justifying their non-
heterosexuality. This then makes it difficult for MSMW who may identify as bisexual as it means 
to an extent they often must prove their sexuality. People who deﬁne themselves as “bisexual” do 
not conﬁne themselves to one sex or gender when considering a romantic or sexual partner, and 
for this reason, many ﬁnd that awkward and unsettling (Rubinstein et al., 2013). 
Some people consider bisexuality as meaning a 50-50 split between one’s sexual attraction for 
men and women (Elia & Eliason, 2012; Pennington, 2009). This applies to individuals who are 
bisexual and those who are not. It creates an impression that bisexual men and women cannot be, 
or even refuse to be, in monogamous relationships due to their desire for both men and women 
(Pennington, 2009). Non-bisexual individuals with bisexual partners may worry that their partner 
will realise their “true” identity and reveal that they are much more attracted to the same gender 
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(Klesse, 2011), creating enduring uncertainties for those who desire monogamy (Klesse, 2011). 
This then makes it difficult for partners of bisexuals to trust their partners. Bisexual people are 
usually aware of these unsettling feelings and uncertainties and this therefore has the potential to 
affect disclosing their sexuality to their partners as they may sometimes conceal their sexual 
identity to maintain a romantic relationship. Understanding this sexual identity navigation is 
important for this study as there could be pros and cons for such navigations that MSMW who 
identify as bisexual face, because of this navigation strategy. I revisit the issue of disclosure of 
sexuality in more detail at a later point in this literature review.  
Interestingly, Pennington (2009) states that some literature views bisexual participants as 
presumably experiencing partners of either sex in the same way, and therefore a female or male 
partner can be equally satisfying. Pennington (2009) further argues that other work has shown that 
bisexuals incorporate conventional notions of gender into their relationships and sexual encounters 
with women and men, and that bisexuals do experience men and women differently, thus applying 
hegemonic notions of gender to their female and male partners. This is to say that bisexuals 
experience relationships with partners from different genders/sexes differently. This relationship 
satisfaction is an important component to understand as it has potential to affect how these men 
engage with their sexual identities in relation to romantic relationships.  
Vernallis (1999, cited in Pennington, 2009, p. 38) argues that “bisexuals also experience 
themselves differently when in relationships with women or men. She presents an example of a 
woman who feels more dominant in a sexual relationship with another woman and more passive 
with a man”. Vernallis (1999, cited in Pennington, 2009, p. 39) asserts that  
such a woman will experience a loss of half of her sexual self-identity if she limits 
herself to monogamous relationships with only one gender. Because bisexuals 
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‘often experience others in gender-stereotyped ways’, the reality of bisexual desires 
depends upon a rigid gender system to produce signiﬁcantly different experiences 
of oneself in sexual relationships. A bisexual may identify herself or himself as a 
feminine/masculine woman/man when partnered with an individual of a different 
or ‘opposite’ sex/gender.  
This means that over and above monogamy and satisfaction with their romantic partners, 
bisexual individuals may experience internal struggles of needing to balance their internal sexual 
desires in a context that is not accepting due to monosexist views. In this way, MSMW who self-
identify as being bisexual may face unique challenges from other MSMW who may not identify 
as bisexual. Exploring these nuances is key towards better understanding the strategies MSMW 
utilise in navigating their sexual identities in contexts that are not accepting of their sexuality. In 
the next section, I explore issues around the disclosure of sexuality and the challenges faced by 
LGBTI individuals because of this. 
3.4  DISCLOSURE OF SEXUALITY  
Self-acceptance and self-disclosure of gay, lesbian, and bisexual orientation reﬂect basic 
developmental tasks in the process of sexual identity formation (Ifrah, Shenkman, & Shmotkin, 
2018). These tasks may serve as coping strategies in accommodating diversity and contradictions 
inherent in the lives of sexual minorities (Ifrah et al., 2018). Although this literature suggests that 
the disclosure of sexuality by individuals with same-sex sexualities is important for their mental 
health and social relationships (Halpin & Allen, 2004; Herrick et al., 2013; Ifrah et al., 2018), other 
research also argues that this is a difficult step to take for most LGBTI individuals as they stand a 
chance of being discriminated against due to homophobic attitudes that exist within their 
communities (Vu et al., 2011). As a result, many gay men and lesbian women hide their sexual 
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identities, and only disclose to certain individuals in particular settings. It is fair to say that in 
certain parts of the world, including South Africa, there is a degree of tolerance that exists towards 
individuals with same-sex sexualities (Msibi, 2009).  
However, as I discussed in Chapter One of this research, there is still a prevalence of violence 
and harm that LGBTI individuals, particularly those who are black and poor, face within their 
communities every day due to their sexuality. The presence of these attitudes has an impact on 
whether or not MSMW disclose their sexual identities.  
McLean (2007, cited in McCormack et al., 2014, p.1209) argues that some bisexuals decide 
against coming out to only certain groups because of the pain and anguish this can cause to 
themselves and their partners. This suggests that even in instances where disclosure is taking place, 
it is, however, not uniform, meaning that these men may choose to inform certain individuals about 
their sexuality, while simultaneously avoiding disclosure to others. According to McCormack et al. 
(2014, p. 1209), “bisexuals are strategic in determining when and how they come out (Brown, 
2002); they tend to tell their friends about their same-sex desires before their parents and are more 
likely to tell their mothers before their fathers”. Exploring the disclosure patterns of MSMW is 
also key as it can serve as an indicator of how they navigate the sexual identities and the challenges 
inherent in such navigations.  
3.5  GENDER PERFORMANCE: AN ACT OF TAKING UP 
HETERONORMATIVITY  
The existing literature shows that there are multiple ways in which men with same-sex 
sexualities navigate their sexual identities. Given the presence of homophobia and the challenges 
related to the disclosure of sexuality, it is not difficult to imagine why some MSMW may hide 
their sexual identities. To understand how these men do this, it is important to revisit Butler’s ideas 
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that I presented in the theoretical framework chapter, which argued that gender is the performance 
of certain actions that are linked to masculinity or femininity; together with Connell’s ideas of 
hegemonic masculinities and the hierarchical nature of masculinities and their relations to power. 
Studies that have investigated how men with same-sex sexualities navigate their sexual identities 
indicates that these men have specific gender performances and position themselves in relation to 
dominant heteronormative gender presentations such as hegemonic masculinity (Murgo, Huynh, 
Lee, & Chrisler, 2017; Sánchez, Martínez-Patiño, Blas-Lopez, & Geffen, 2016).   
In their article, titled “‘I don’t want to be seen as a screaming queen’: An interpretative 
phenomenological analysis of gay men’s masculine identities”, Ravenhill and De Visser (2018) 
state that some gay men consciously eliminate femininity from their gender repertoire and adopt 
only behaviours that they understand to be masculine, as a response to pressure to conform to 
currently accepted hegemonic standards of manliness. To better understand the possible impact of 
this on the lives of most MSMW, it is vital to consider what Murgo et al. (2017) meant when they 
argued that masculine norms are the socially constructed rules and standards that guide and 
constrain masculine behaviour. According to these authors, these rules are learned through 
socialisation experiences, such as observing what men and women do in social situations and being 
told what behaviours and feelings are acceptable and unacceptable (Murgo et al., 2017).  
It is important to note that at the core of hegemonic masculinity is compulsory heterosexuality 
and the denigration of gay men (Connell, 2002). It has therefore been argued that gay men must 
negotiate identity in a cultural context where being gay represents a failure to meet culturally 
defined expectations of what makes a “real man” (Ravenhill & De Visser, 2018, p. 3). Sanchez 
and Vilain (2012, p. 112) state that it is “believed that because gay men that were gender non-
conforming as boys and thus subjected to ridicule, learn to ‘defeminise’ in order to protect 
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themselves from further alienation”. This means that MSMW could learn ways of gender 
performativity that helps to insulate themselves from homophobic attitudes and reactions from 
others. What this body of literature seems to suggest is that these men are inclined to enact 
dominant forms of masculinity within their context as appearing masculine would mean that they 
are heterosexual.  
According to Mahalik et al. (2003, cited in Murgo et al., 2017, p.108), some of the 
characteristics that are associated with traditional masculinity are emotional control, risk-taking, 
violence, power over women, dominance, self-reliance, and the pursuit of status. Murgo et al. 
(2017) state that in addition to these characteristics, Parent and Moradi (2009) identified 
heterosexual self-presentation as a masculine gender norm. This norm refers to a desire to be 
perceived by others as heterosexual and not gay, despite one’s sexual orientation. In short, many 
men believe that to be masculine, they must be, or at least appear to be, heterosexual. To “appear 
heterosexual” is to appear masculine in one’s mannerisms, dress, and other expressions. Because 
traditional masculinity endorses heterosexuality, to be traditionally masculine is to be heterosexist. 
As such, gay men who endorse traditional masculinity may be more inclined to internalise this 
heterosexism. In their sexual identity navigation, MSMW may internalise or take up these 
masculine indicators that have the potential to place them at risk, therefore understanding how 
MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal navigate their identities in relation to these gender representations 
is key to this study, since it has been argued that “gay men must negotiate masculine identities 
against a cultural backdrop where the most desirable and locally hegemonic masculinity is 
heterosexual” (Ravenhill & De Visser, 2018, p. 2).  
Men with same-sex sexualities usually express this gender performance as being straight-
acting. This label is seen across homosexual or bisexual dating sites. Clarkson (2006, p. 191) states 
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that “straight acting describes gay men who are more masculine than the effeminate stereotypes, 
not better, just less nelly!”. Ravenhill and De Visser (2018) argue that based on these expressions 
around the “doing of manhood”, it means that the performance of masculinity by gay men may be 
framed as self-conscious and indicative of their awareness that masculinities that look heterosexual 
are more socially desirable than alternative gender expressions. This suggests that these are 
navigations. I do not discuss whether or not this means that these men are therefore not presenting 
their authentic selves. The point I am attempting to make is that there are different social 
constructions and social cues (Wilkerson et al., 2009) that MSMW draw from in the navigation of 
their sexual identities in contexts that they may view as being intolerant of who they are.   
Taulke-Johnson (2008, cited in Ravenhill & De Visser, 2017, p.322) identifies a discourse of 
the “good gay”; a man characterised by his lack of visibility, as someone who is gay, achieved 
largely via avoidance of stereotypically gay (i.e. effeminate) behaviours. According to Ravenhill 
and De Visser (2018, p. 8),  
this is reminiscent of Brekhus’ (2003) typology, the ‘gay centaur’, a gay man whose 
gay identity is a small and non-defining aspect of his overall sense of self. Some 
gay men identify as ‘straight-acting’, a discursive strategy intended to distance 
themselves from effeminacy.  
I conceptualise this distancing of self from a “gay identity” as a possible sexual identity 
navigation strategy that MSMW may utilise in the process of their gender presentation within their 
context. Although most of the studies used in this literature review are international studies, they 
do serve a critical role in identifying issues that are faced by men with same-sex sexualities, 
including MSMW. They are helpful in framing my thought processes in this study, as I attempt to 
identify and understand sexual identity navigations used by MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal. 
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A few qualitative studies conducted with men who have same-sex sexualities in the South 
African context have indicated that some men who are sexual minorities in South Africa have 
similar views regarding gender presentation and masculinity (Lynch & Clayton, 2017). Lynch and 
Clayton (2017, p. 279) state that “gay, bisexual and other men who have sex with men in South 
Africa negotiate their gendered identities in predominantly heteronormative contexts that privilege 
a particular version of masculinity”. Lynch and Clayton (2017, p. 280), quoting Msibi (2009), 
reiterate the point I stated in Chapter One, that although the legal system in South Africa protects 
the rights of South Africans against any form of discrimination, there are instances where such 
violations still occur. These violations include violence against LGBTI individuals. Lynch and 
Clayton (2017) further state that gay and bisexual men in South Africa who do not align themselves 
with heteronormative and masculine ideals face the risk of homophobic backlash.  
In their study of MSM in township communities in South Africa, who go “to the bush” for 
traditional circumcision and traditional initiation, Lynch and Clayton (2017) found that cultural 
practices such as traditional circumcision align these men to the idealised forms of masculinity 
that afford them full citizenship in their communities. Their study findings also suggest that sexual 
non-conformity is less troubling to participants than deviating from gendered markers of 
hegemonic masculinity and point to ways in which marginalised men might have an interest in 
maintaining the dominant gendered order (Lynch & Clayton, 2017). In the study, the participants 
indicated that they went to the bush to also prove their manhood since within their communities 
one is not considered “man enough” if they have not participated in these cultural signifiers of 
manhood (Lynch & Clayton, 2017). What this literature suggests is that MSMW are aware of the 
social benefits embedded in hegemonic masculinities acceptable within their communities and will 
often align themselves with these constructions for social acceptance. As stated in Chapter One, 
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identifying and understanding these sexual identify navigations of MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal 
is the aim of this study. 
3.6  SUMMATION OF THE CHAPTER  
This chapter started by discussing the social and psychological challenges faced by LGBTI 
individuals due to their sexual orientations. The chapter then focused on the contested nature of 
bisexuality in an attempt to demonstrate that over and above the challenges faced by other people 
with same-sex sexualities, bisexual men face an additional set of challenges due to the stigma that 
exists regarding bisexuality. In this segment of the chapter I attempted to problematise why 
bisexual MSMW may struggle within romantic relationships, and may thus avoid disclosure to 
their partners as a form of identity navigation. I further discussed complications faced by people 
with same-sex sexualities regarding the disclosure of their sexuality due to existing homophobic 
attitudes. Lastly, I examined how men with same-sex sexualities may draw on dominant notions 
of manhood within their communities to avoid being singled out as being homosexual.  
In the next chapter, I outline the methods utilised in this study to explore the sexual identity 
navigations of MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal.  
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CHAPTER FOUR:  
METHODOLOGY 
4.1  RESEARCH DESIGN  
This study utilised a qualitative research design. Babbie and Mouton (2005) argue that 
qualitative research is concerned with explaining and understanding, rather than describing, human 
behaviour. This was important for this study as an understanding of how MSMW navigate their 
sexual identities in the presence of homophobia has the potential to inform future research about 
the nuances that exist when working with this key population, in addition to adding to the existing 
body of literature. According to Neuman (2006), qualitative researchers seek to present an 
authentic interpretation of phenomena that are sensitive to specific socio-historical contexts. A 
combination of social constructionism as a theoretical framework and a qualitative research design 
meant that this research could be sensitive to the context in which these sexual identity navigations 
could be understood as having socio-historical origins.  
Terre Blanche, Durrheim, and Painter (2006) state that what allows qualitative research to 
present such rich interpretations of data is that it is more open-ended, inductive, and embodies 
qualitative explorations. This quality is important since the process of meaning construction differs 
from person to person, and from context to context, therefore it was important for this study to 
adopt a qualitative design and ask open-ended questions to gain a deeper understanding of 
MSMW’s understanding of appropriate expressions of sexual identities. Babbie and Mouton 
(2005) argue that open-ended questions are most appropriate when engaging more intimately with 
the phenomenon being studied because it enables rich, open-ended data. 
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These qualities make a qualitative approach more appropriate to studying how MSMW 
construct their understanding of appropriate expressions of their sexual identities and what these 
constructions mean to them within their social contexts. 
4.2  SAMPLING TECHNIQUES 
For this study, I used a combination of convenience and purposive sampling techniques for 
data collection. Having worked as part of a research project in 2015 that sampled MSM, I had 
access to some individuals who were either MSM and/or who knew individuals who were. These 
individuals were my first point of contact. From the three individuals whom I contacted whose 
names I am not at liberty to share because of ethical issues, one of them became a participant of 
this study, and in this way I employed convenience sampling. All three of my gatekeepers referred 
me to potential participants. Most of the people I was able to get hold of were men who have sex 
with men only (MSMO).  
Through a process of snowballing, I purposively sampled men who met my sampling criteria. 
Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim (2016) argue that qualitative researchers who work with difficult-to-
reach populations may utilise a combination of convenience and purposive sampling depending 
on the nature of their research. It was important for me in this study to employ purposive sampling 
as not every man who has sex with men formed part of my study population. As Babbie and 
Mouton (2005) argue, this sampling technique helped in the selection of participants who met the 
inclusion criteria and who were able to help answer the research question.  
4.3  SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 
For this study, I sampled six black South African MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal. Terre Blanche 
et al. (2006, p. 139) state that “[q]ualitative researchers typically work with and prefer small non-
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random samples of information-rich cases that they can study in depth”. All the participants were 
men aged 18 years or older. This group of people is important for this study for several reasons. 
At this age, men are expected to be sexually active. This means that their peers expect to see them 
with their sexual partners. Continuing from this is the social expectation that these men will start 
introducing their lovers to their families as they get older, which has the potential to be stressful 
or difficult for some MSMW, particularly if they are in relationships with other men as this may 
be frowned upon by those around them. Another peripheral reason, which is not really the focus 
of this study, is that in South Africa people who are 18 years and older are at a high risk of 
HIV/AIDS and are sexually active (Shisana et al., 2014), therefore understanding behaviours 
related to their sexuality and sexual activity is of paramount impotence.   
Therefore, for this study, people who were included in the sample were MSMW, 18 years or 
older, African/“black”, and from KwaZulu-Natal. Table 1 indicates the sample’s characteristics in 
age and how they identified their sexual orientation. The table also indicates their educational level 
at the time of data collection, and whether or not they lived far from home (family) or with their 
families. I do this as an attempt to demonstrate the diversity of the sample. 
Table 1: Participant demographics  
Participant 
number 
Age Self-identification Educational level 
Proximity from 
family 
P01 24 Homosexual Postgraduate degree Far from home 
P02 24 Bisexual  Postgraduate degree Far from home 
P03 23 Bisexual Undergraduate 
degree 
Far from home  
P04 22 Bisexual Diploma  Lives with family 
P05 25 Sexually Fluid  Undergraduate 
degree 
Lives close to family 
P06 23 Bisexual Undergraduate 
degree 
Far from family  
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The mean age of the participants in this study was 23.5. Although qualitative research is 
generally not concerned with these kinds of statistics, I felt it was important to mention them here 
as I believe that this had an impact on the findings of this study. Although not intended to be 
generalisable, as I explain later in this chapter, it seems that the findings of this study may also be 
limited to represent sexual navigation strategies used by men in their early to mid-20s, given the 
sample’s age range. However, this means that the findings of this study have the potential to 
provide in-depth understanding of MSMW for this particular age group (Neuman, 2006).    
As demonstrated in Table 1, most of the participants identified themselves as bisexual, while 
only one participant indicated that he identified as being homosexual, and one other said that he 
was sexually fluid and refused to identify himself with the traditionally used sexual orientation 
categories. All the participants in this study had completed Grade 12 and were working towards 
various diplomas or degrees. Most of the participants also indicated that they did not live with their 
families for most of the year, with only one participant indicating that he lived with his mother and 
two children. In later parts of this treatise, I attempt to argue that all these demographic factors 
play critical roles in how these men navigate their sexual identities.  
4.4  RESEARCH PROCEDURE  
This study was first proposed to the Department of Psychology. It was then submitted to the 
Faculty Postgraduate Studies Committee (FPGSC). Once ethical clearance was obtained (see 
Appendix 6), I contacted the individuals (gatekeepers) mentioned above, using the study’s 
information sheet (See Appendix 1). Once I received feedback from the gatekeepers regarding 
potential participants who were willing to participate, they were contacted  directly. The 
recruitment procedure started with me calling each potential participant and giving them an 
overview of the study and providing them with the participant information sheet (See Appendix 
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1). If they indicated that they might be interested in taking part, I proceed by double-checking if 
they met the sampling criteria. This was done by asking them if they were above the age of 18, 
whether they had sex with men and women, their racial profile, and whether or not they were from 
or were living in KwaZulu-Natal at the time. This screening process, which was done 
telephonically, aided in ensuring that only participants who met the sampling criteria ended up 
being part of the study.  
Once the participants were screened, an appointment was made for the time and date when the 
interview would be conducted. If the potential participant was willing to take part in an interview 
instantly, they were taken through the consent process. Before data collection through a one-on-
one interview, I read out loud the information sheet, and gave the participants an opportunity to 
ask any questions regarding their concerns with participation. I then asked each participant to give 
verbal consent for their participation (see Appendix 2), so that they understood that they were not 
being forced to participate and that participation was completely voluntary, and that they had the 
right to withdraw from the study if they did not feel comfortable with participating or if they felt 
threatened in any way. Lastly, each participant was asked to give consent for the interview to be 
recorded. However, if a participant was unable to take part in the interview at that given time, an 
arrangement for a suitable date or time was made.  
For data collection, each participant was asked before the interview to find a space that is quiet 
and that would allow them to speak freely and openly without being overheard by other people. 
After each interview, I asked the participants if they knew of potential participants who might also 
be interested in participating in this study.  
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4.5  DATA COLLECTION  
Data were collected through a series of one-on-one telephonic interviews. These interviews 
allowed me to both identify and understand sexual identity navigations that were used by MSMW 
in a context that they viewed as unsafe or not accepting of their sexual identity. According to 
Babbie and Mouton (2005), interview data are very important because they allow participants to 
be able to go in-depth with their responses and to also speak based on personal experience without 
fear of being prosecuted, especially if it goes against social norms. The literature argues that this 
is especially the case for telephonic interviews as participants retain a level of confidentiality and 
anonymity (Irvine, Drew, & Sainsbury, 2013), which has the potential to make them more at ease 
when discussing difficult issues (Stuges & Hanrahan, 2004).  
Sexuality is a very sensitive topic, especially in South Africa where man-to-man sexual activity 
is still largely seen as a taboo, therefore the private setting of a telephonic interview provided the 
participants with the freedom to speak without fear, especially since issues of confidentiality had 
been dealt with. Interviews are defined as “encounters between the researcher and informants, 
directed towards understanding participants’ perspectives on their lives, experiences or situations 
as expressed in their own words” (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1990, p. 19).  
The quality of the interviews was important because during this interaction with participants, 
I was invited into their worlds by them explaining how they made meaning of their lives and 
sexualities. This provided me with a glimpse of how they positioned themselves in relation to 
social constructions of sexuality within their communities. According to Farr (1993), while an 
interview is aimed at eliciting participants’ perspective on events, the interviewer also brings his 
or her perspective and is both a participant and observer during the interview. What this means is 
that while attempting to understand the participants’ navigations and justifications of their 
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sexuality, the flexibility and nature of the interview allowed the researcher and the participants to 
also interrogate those justifications and constructions and therefore co-create new understandings 
of certain positions that these men drew from during the interviews. This quality of interviews is 
important because, during my interaction with the participants, I was attempting to understand how 
they understood their sexuality and the implications that this understanding had for how they 
navigated their sexual identities against a backdrop of homophobia. The flexibility and the open-
ended nature of the interviews allowed for both myself and the participants to track inconsistencies 
in their statements and the reasons as to why those were present, which further highlight the 
difficulty in attempting to explain human behaviour neatly.  
To allow for this, data were collected using an open-ended, semi-structured interview guide 
(see Appendix 3), which was also translated in isiZulu for participants who preferred speaking 
isiZulu (See Appendix 4). This was done because the nature of the research question was 
qualitative and, as previously mentioned, the study adopted a qualitative design. The use of a semi-
structured interview guide ensured that data collection was focused on the research aims (Terre 
Blanche et al., 2006), and that the conversations held with the participants were able to address the 
research questions. These interviews were recorded using a digital audio recorder.  
4.6  DATA ANALYSIS 
The data were transcribed using verbatim transcription conventions (see Appendix 5). An 
independent transcriber transcribed five of the six interviews. For data collected in isiZulu, the 
transcriptions were translated into English by the transcriber. I then checked the translations for 
accuracy, by going back to listen to the audio recordings as I read the transcribed versions of the 
data. The interview data were then saved as Microsoft Word documents and uploaded to NVivo 
Pro, which is a tool that helps with data handling during qualitative data analysis.   
43 
After uploading the data into NVivo, I analysed the data using thematic content analysis and 
social constructionism as complementary analytic tools. The data analysis was conducted in two 
phases. Phase One entailed thematic content analysis. It was concerned with identifying different 
ways that defined the participants’ sexuality, manhood, and some of their concerns regarding the 
disclosure of their sexuality. Phase Two of the data analysis attempted to understand how these 
different issues could be understood within the framework of social constructionism.  
For Phase One, the analysis followed the six steps of thematic analysis as recommended by 
Braun and Clarke (2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that thematic analysis is a method for 
identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within data. It minimally organises and describes the 
dataset in rich detail. Braun and Clarke (2006) state that thematic analysis interprets various 
aspects of the research topic. Step One is familiarising oneself with the data. This included reading 
and re-reading the transcripts and noting initial ideas about the data. Step Two, which is generating 
initial codes, entailed coding interesting features of the data, such as identifying instances where 
participants mentioned their sexual orientation as justification for certain behaviours. This was 
done systematically across the entire dataset where data relevant to each code were identified. 
Step Three is searching for themes, which involved grouping codes such as an understanding of 
bisexuality that entails balancing between men and women, for example, as forming part of a 
theme called “Issues with sexuality”. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), Step Four is 
reviewing themes. This involved checking whether the themes worked in relation to the coded 
extracts and the entire dataset and generating a thematic “map” of the analysis. I created a mind 
map, which is presented in the findings chapter. Step Five is defining and naming themes. This is 
meant to be an ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the overall story the 
analysis will tell. This happened throughout the writing-up process as I had to revisit and redefine 
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certain themes and concepts based on the supervision that I received during this research. Step Six 
is producing the research report.  
Thematic analysis was important for this study as it helped with the identification of possible 
definitions that MSMW in this study had for their sexuality, and how they justified them. It also 
helped by indicating their understanding of the possible concerns linked to the issue of disclosure 
of their sexuality given the possible homophobia that exists within their contexts. However, to 
understand these descriptive issues, social constructionism was utilised as a theoretical tool of 
interpretation. This is important because, as the literature suggests, sexual activity is social 
(Pennington, 2009). The second phase of analyses focused on the descriptive issues identified 
during Phase One of analysis by contextualising them within a social constructionist perspective. 
In employing this method of analysis, I reviewed all themes that would be identified as part of 
Phase One, with a particular focus on how these could be influenced by social constructions that 
exist in these men’s contexts, such as the social construction of manhood and sexuality, given the 
backdrop of homophobia suggested by the literature (Butler et al., 2003; Francis & Msibi, 2011; 
McArthur, 2015). This form of close reading is called thematic decomposition (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). This method focuses on how meanings are constructed through discourse (Stenner, 1993). 
I then focused on how the participants spoke about their experiences, by focusing on the 
inconsistencies that existed in their narratives. I did this by re-reading data falling under specific 
themes. NVivo assisted in this process as it was able to pull up all instances in the data that I had 
coded with a particular code across the dataset. This allowed focused and close reading of each 
theme, and the identification of nuances within themes and across themes became more apparent. 
During this process, I started being able to identify overlaps and relationships between all the 
themes that were found in Phase One of the analysis. Related themes were then grouped as forming 
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part of a broader idea. This led to the identification of the three broad themes and their sub-themes, 
which are presented in Chapter Five.  
4.7  STRATEGIES FOR ENSURING THE TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THIS STUDY  
According to Long and Johnson (2000), the worth of a study relates to the soundness of its 
methodology, the accuracy of its findings, and the integrity of the conclusions that are reached. 
Ensuring that a qualitative study is trustworthy involves careful consideration of credibility, 
dependability. and transferability (Shenton, 2003). I attempt to show in detail how I dealt with 
these issues in the next sections. 
4.7.1  Credibility  
One of the key criteria addressed by positivist researchers is that of internal validity, by which 
they seek to ensure that their study measures or tests what is actually intended (Shenton, 2003). 
The qualitative equivalent of this concept is credibility, which deals with the question, “How 
congruent are the findings with reality?” (Shenton, 2003, p. 64). Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue 
that ensuring credibility is one of the most important factors in establishing the trustworthiness of 
a research project. Shenton (2003) makes the some provisions that may be used by researchers to 
promote confidence that they have accurately recorded the phenomena that are being investigated. 
These provisions are discussed in the following sections.  
4.7.1.1  Triangulation  
For this study, the unstructured nature of the interviews allowed for triangulation as the 
participants were allowed to rectify and/or verify my interpretations of their responses. Similarly, 
I was able to clarify their responses by asking them to give me an indication of what certain issues 
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meant to them. A good example of this is from the interview with Participant 01 (P01), where he 
initially indicated that he was bisexual but upon further probing indicated that he was homosexual.  
4.7.1.2  Negative case analysis  
This provision is related to what Silverman (2005) calls the problem of anecdotalism in 
qualitative research. Anecdotalism occurs when research findings depend only on well-chosen 
examples that support the argument the researcher is attempting to make (Silverman, 2005). In this 
study, I attempt to present deviant cases where they were available to avoid anecdotalism. I also 
present in the findings instances that were not prevalent in the data as an indicator of the 
complexity of issues that I am working with in this treatise. Finally, I also present instances where 
participants had different views from one another regarding their understanding of a certain 
concept, which serves as a form of negative case analysis. A good example of this is in 
Chapter Five (findings), where participants’ understanding of manhood varied vastly.    
4.7.2  Dependability  
Dependability is concerned with ensuring that if other researchers replicated the study under 
the same conditions, similar results would be found. This is usually difficult to do in qualitative 
research. Shenton (2003, p. 71) argues that  
[i]n order to address the dependability issue more directly, the processes within the 
study should be reported in detail, thereby enabling a future researcher to repeat the 
work, if not necessarily to gain the same results. Thus, the research design may be 
viewed as a ‘prototype model’. Such in-depth coverage also allows the reader to 
assess the extent to which proper research practices have been followed. To enable 
readers of the research report to develop a thorough understanding of the methods 
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and their effectiveness. The text should include sections devoted to: a) the research 
design and its implementation, describing what was planned and executed on a 
strategic level; b) the operational detail of data gathering, addressing the minutiae 
of what was done in the field; c) reflective appraisal of the project, evaluating the 
effectiveness of the process of inquiry undertaken. 
When reporting on this project, I attempted to provide a detailed account of the theoretical 
framework that guided the research project. I also provide the study’s aims. In this chapter, I also 
provide a detailed description of the recruitment procedures as the sample characterised the data-
collection and data-analysis processes. These clear descriptions might help future researchers 
conduct the same research to reach similar conclusions – provided that social conditions remain 
the same.  
4.7.3  Transferability  
Transferability is concerned with the degree to which research findings of one study can be 
transferred to another context (Shenton, 2003). This calls for researchers to provide a detailed 
description of their methodology; for example, data collection and the phenomenon that they are 
investigating. If there are enough similarities between two situations, readers may be able to infer 
that the results of the research would be the same or similar in their situation (Shenton, 2003). As 
previously mentioned, I attempted to provide a fair amount of detail regarding the theoretical 
framework, aims of the study, recruitment procedures, the sample, and the data-collection and 
data-analysis processes. The findings of this study could therefore potentially be transferable to 
similar people in similar settings (Silverman, 2005). It should be noted, however, that social 
constructionism would argue that no one place shares an identical socio-historical context, so there 
will always be variations in how social artefacts are understood and how they influence people’s 
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lives at any given time or place. However, this study seeks to provide a context-based snapshot of 
the realities of how MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal navigate their sexual identities in a context they 
may not view as accepting of their sexualities.  
4.8  ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS   
Ethical clearance for the study was provided by the Nelson Mandela University’s FPGSC, as 
previously indicated. Issues of informed consent and managing confidentiality are outlined below.  
4.8.1  Informed consent and confidentiality  
As previously mentioned, the participants were provided with an information sheet that they 
received from the gatekeepers. This information sheet outlined issues of confidentiality in detail 
and assured the participants that their names would not be kept on record. The information sheet 
also indicated to the participants that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any point of 
their participation. Since the interviews took place telephonically, the participants were asked to 
give verbal consent to participate in the study and for the audio recording of the interviews. With 
regard to confidentiality, the fact that the interviews for this research were conducted 
telephonically also means that most of the study participants were not known to me as I had never 
met them, except for one participant who was also one of the gatekeepers. This anonymity further 
ensured participant confidentiality (Irvine et al., 2013).  
4.8.2  Respect for persons 
The ethical principle of respect for persons requires that the researcher protects the privacy of 
the participants throughout the research process (Wassenaar, 2006). The use of participant codes 
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for research participants ensures that their identities are protected. When I present data in this 
treatise, I only situate extracts with a participant code and the participants’ age. 
4.8.3  Non-maleficence 
The ethical principle of non-maleficence requires that participants should experience no direct 
or indirect harm because of taking part in a study (Wassenaar, 2006). Discussions of issues around 
sexuality and sexual behaviour may be difficult and may cause discomfort. To protect participants 
from foreseeable and unforeseeable distress, I had set up a referral with a counselling psychologist, 
whom the participants could consult if they needed to as a result of any distress caused by their 
participation in the study. After each interview I attempted to provide debriefing and containment 
for each participant. However, none of the participants indicated that they needed this or chose to 
see the psychologist.  
4.8.4  Beneficence 
The ethical principle of beneficence requires that study participants should benefit from their 
participation in a research project (Wassenaar, 2006). Although there were no immediate benefits 
for the respondents for participating in this research project, the results from this study might help 
inform policy concerning interventionists who are attempting to develop strategies on how to 
address structural and contextual issues for MSMW. In this way, the participants might indirectly 
benefit by participating in research that has social value, which might assist in finding ways to 
address social change, such as improving health access for MSMW. This type of research also 
serves as an indicator that there are vast variations of MSM, and also indicates the existence of 
bisexual men, and advocating against bisexual erasure.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:  
FINDINGS 
5.1  INTRODUCTION  
This chapter presents the findings of this study, as obtained from the one-on-one interviews 
held with MSMW. The findings of the study present a complicated picture of sexual identity 
navigations. I present the findings under three broad themes and their related sub-themes. I labelled 
the themes according to the letters A, B, and C, and numbered the sub-themes 01, 02, etc. Figure 
1 is a simplistic visual representation of how the identified themes are related to MSMW’s sexual 
identity navigations.  
 
Figure 1: Visual representation of the findings 
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In Figure 1, I attempt to show in a visual format the relationship between themes and their sub-
themes. Navigation of sexual identity (shaded in red) is in the middle and in it three broad themes 
are embedded, namely an understanding of sexuality, manhood as a social construct, and 
disclosure of sexuality (all shaded in orange). Each theme has sub-themes that I consider as feeding 
into the main theme (shaded in yellow). Only one sub-theme is further stratified into a smaller 
differing component, which is instances of disclosure. The sub-components related to this sub-
theme are shaded in green.  
Section One of this chapter begins with the presentation of Theme A, which is the participants’ 
constructions of their sexuality. It also focuses on the emotional difficulties MSMW face because 
of their sexuality. Presenting these understandings was deemed important as the construction of 
participants’ sexuality may be based on the experience of emotional challenges in navigating one’s 
sexuality. I identified two sexual identity navigations that MSMW use to divert homophobia 
related to Theme A.  
The focus then shifts to Theme B, which is the participants’ understanding of manhood. I argue 
that the participants’ understanding of their manhood is a key point in this research since the 
literature suggests that most men with same-sex sexualities align themselves with 
heteronormativity regarding their gender display. Hence, it was important for this study to explore 
how participants understood social constructions such as manhood. Two broad and different views 
on the meaning of manhood are identified in this section. I then suggest that one sexual identity 
navigation strategy arises from the participant’s understanding of manhood.  
Lastly, the chapter presents Theme C, which explores issues around the disclosure of sexuality. 
This section focuses on the difficulties MSMW face when making decisions around disclosing 
their sexuality, and their behavioural patterns around social interactions. I then identify two 
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additional sexual identity navigation strategies that are related to the disclosure of sexuality, and 
the participants’ patterns of social interactions. A summation of all the key argument points is 
provided at the end of each section of the chapter. 
The findings in this chapter are presented in the form of extracts taken from the transcript data. 
The line numbers present on the transcripts refer to the line numbers of the original transcript 
document. In the presentation of the data, the letter “I” stands for the interviewer and the letter “P” 
stands for the participant (see also Appendix 5). Extracts are situated by interview code, which 
includes the participants’ number and their age.   
5.2  THEME A: AN UNDERSTANDING OF SEXUALITY 
5.2.1  Sub-theme A01: Participants’ definitions of their sexuality 
As a point of departure, this chapter starts with a presentation of how the participants in this 
study defined and understood their sexuality. Most participants in this study defined themselves 
as being bisexual. There were, however, slight variations noted in how the participants understood 
their bisexuality and what it meant to them. Some participants’ understanding of bisexuality 
involved having sexual and romantic feelings for both men and women. An example of this from 
an interview with P02, presented as Extract 01 below. 
Extract 01: Interview with P02 aged 24 
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Participant 02 in this extract defined himself as bisexual (line 42) and said the reason for this 
was that he was into (interested in) both men and women. This suggests that he had romantic 
feelings for people of both sexes. When asked whether he defined his sexuality in this way because 
of his ability to have sex with both men and women, he said no and indicated that it was the way 
that he felt (line 49). In lines 45 to 46, the participant suggested that in the beginning, he struggled 
to understand his sexuality. He further stated that he did some research, which could also suggest 
an exploration of his sexuality, and found that he preferred both men and women. Although not 
explicitly expressed, this does, however, demonstrate that MSMW may face challenges at some 
points in their lives with understanding their sexuality, against a backdrop of gendered social 
constructions that are predominantly heteronormative, and potentially homophobic. Investigating 
how some of these men do this was the main objective of this study. 
Another participant also indicated a similar understanding of his bisexuality, which involved 
feelings for both men and women. This example is taken from an interview with P04, as presented 
in Extract 02. 
Extract 02: Interview with P04 aged 22 
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In this extract, the participant indicated that he saw himself as being bisexual because when he 
was with a girl, he was happy (line 41), and when he was with a guy, it was the same story, and 
that he viewed men the same way he viewed women (lines 41 to 43). This suggests that he was 
emotionally and sexually attracted to both men and women in the same way. The implications of 
this are explored further in an interview with a different participant. In the interview with P06, he 
indicated that he found it difficult to define his sexuality. However, he believed in being 
relationships with both men and women, as indicated in Extract 03.  
Extract 03: Interview with P06 aged 23 
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In Extract 03, the participant indicated that he was the type of man who believed in dating both 
men and women (lines 67 to 68). When I indicated that I had difficulties hearing him, he repeated 
himself and added that for him this meant that he could “balance the equation” (lines 70 to 71). 
Although it is not clear what he meant in line 75 when he spoke about not lacking on one side and 
being more on the other side, he could be referring to not only dating people of one sex but being 
involved in relationships with men and women concurrently. Upon further probing, what this 
seemed to suggest is that the participant viewed his sexuality as involving two parts – one part 
where he is attracted to men and the other where he is attracted to women – and he saw these parts 
as needing to be balanced. The idea that some MSMW may view their sexuality as consisting of 
different parts of the self or as being different parts of their identity is important for this research, 
as it had implications for how these men navigated their sexual identities. The links between this 
view of the self and the strategies used by these men are explored further in later parts of this 
chapter.   
Another important point to take from Extract 03 is that, in lines 67 and 71, the participant stated 
that his sexuality was hard to explain and that he did not know how to explain it. I view this as 
meaning that some MSMW struggle to articulate the nuances of their sexuality. This could be 
linked to the idea deduced from Extract 01 that MSMW might struggle with understanding their 
sexuality, to the extent that they struggle to articulate it in clearly defined ways. However, this 
could also be the participants’ attempt to avoid any homophobic attitudes from me as the 
interviewer, since issues of sexuality are sensitive and difficult to talk about freely.   
The next section of this chapter presents findings from the data where participants had 
difficulties with their sexuality.  
56 
5.2.2  Sub-theme A02: Issues with sexuality  
As already touched on above, some participants indicated difficulties with their sexuality. 
These difficulties in defining sexuality were sometimes seen in contradictions they made when 
defining their sexuality. An example of this is from two extracts taken from the same interview 
with P01, as presented in Extracts 04 and 05. 
Extract 04: Interview with P01 aged 24 
 
In the above extract, the participant mentioned that he identified as being bisexual because he 
slept with both men and women (lines 145 and 147). It is important to note that this definition is 
slightly different from the those presented in Extracts 01 and 02, as the emphasis here seemed to 
be on sex versus emotional connection. P01 further stated that he was “drowning” in the 
“confusion” of his sexuality and finding himself being more attracted to men than women (lines 
149 to 150). I found his use of the word “drowning” interesting as it seemed to suggest internal 
struggles with his sexuality, or feelings of being overwhelmed, where he potentially viewed his 
affection for men rather than women as being negative. The participant further indicated 
difficulties with this and changed his initial answer of being bisexual, as seen in Extract 05.    
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Extract 05: Interview with P01 aged 24 
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The participant indicated that his longest relationship had been with a woman. He further said 
that he has since discovered that he was no longer interested in women, even though he continued 
to pursue relationships with them (lines 159 to 161). This means that some MSMW continue to 
have heteronormative sexual relationships even though they know that they would much rather be 
with same-sex partners. The reasoning for this identity navigation is explained by the participant 
in the later parts of the extract. From line 166, the participant changed his initial statement about 
being bisexual; he stated that even though he pursued relationships with women, he was fooling 
himself into thinking something would happen. Even though this point is not clear, it could mean 
that he might attempt to convince himself to enter into relationships with women, but these would 
not be successful as he would not be emotionally attracted to them.  
The participant then mentioned that for him, his bisexuality was a form of cover-up (line 168), 
and he further said it was for him to fit into context (line 170). What this shows is that some 
MSMW may identify as being bisexual to align themselves with a heteronormative or socially 
acceptable display of gender and sexuality. The participant further stated that he believed that 
bisexual people had a better chance of being accepted into society than homosexual individuals 
(lines 174 to 175). Towards the end of the extract, the participant said that he would continue to 
identify as bisexual even though he knew that he was homosexual because of stigmatisation (lines 
182 to 183). This finding indicates that as part of their identity navigation, some MSMW will 
continue to avoid being labelled as homosexual to avoid homophobia or the stigma that exists 
within their communities towards same-sex sexualities and behaviour. This issue of 
hiding/concealing one’s sexuality is further explored later in this chapter in terms of issues of 
disclosure of sexuality as a form of sexual identity navigation.  
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Another participant added to this issue of non-acceptance (stigma) and how it affects how 
MSMW understand their sexuality and how they navigate it. P03 mentioned that his sexuality was 
an emotional burden to him, and the reason for this seemed to be based on the fact that he found 
himself in a context that was not accepting of his sexuality, as indicated by Extract 06.  
Extract 06: Interview with P03 aged 23 
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This extract demonstrates the emotional difficulties faced by MSMW in attempting to embrace 
their sexuality in contexts that are not accepting of same-sex sexualities. In line 64, P03 indicated 
that he found himself in a dilemma because of his sexuality because even though he saw himself 
as a person with integrity, he struggled when it came to his sexuality as he did not feel like he 
could always be honest about it. In lines 63 to 65 of the extract, he mentioned that he got his energy 
from other people (possibly referring to social cues about acceptable behaviour). He then 
mentioned that since important people in his life were very religious and traditional, this made it 
hard for him to embrace his sexuality.  
The participant then mentioned that he found himself having to compromise his integrity based 
on what people wanted to hear. He further said he might disclose his sexuality to certain people 
who he thought would be comfortable hearing the truth but not his family (lines 77 to 78). Lastly, 
he stated that even though he had accepted his sexuality, the difficulty for him was in how people 
would interpret it and the judgement they would subject him to (lines 84 to 86).   
What these findings suggest is that homophonic attitudes that exist at a social level also have 
an impact on the sexual identity navigation of MSMW at the individual level, as more often than 
not these men will attempt to avoid such attitudes, and thus align themselves with socially accepted 
normative behaviours and expressions.  
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5.2.3  Summation of the key points around definitions of sexuality 
This section of the findings indicated that MSMW’s definitions of their sexuality were 
complex. It showed that different individuals understand their sexuality differently. Some 
participants based their understanding of bisexuality on emotional connections that they had with 
partners of either gender, while others based their understanding on the fact that they had sexual 
relations with partners of either gender regardless of the emotional components. Additionally, 
some men viewed their bisexuality as a balancing act where they had to be able to balance sexual 
relations they had with both men and women.  
This theme also highlighted that MSMW might have difficulty understanding their sexuality 
and articulating what it means. The results presented in the section also showed that some MSMW 
may have internalised struggles with their sexuality because of perceived homophobic attitudes or 
the intolerance that may exist within their social settings. I then suggested, based on the results, 
that some MSMW may continue to engage in heteronormative behaviours such as dating women 
even though they self-identify as homosexual as a way to divert these social intolerances or 
homophobic attitudes found within their communities.   
The next section of the chapter focuses on the participants’ understanding of manhood. In this 
section, I also attempt to show how these men align their understanding of manhood with their 
sexuality as a way of navigating their sexual identities.  
5.3  THEME B: MANHOOD AS A COMPLEX SOCIAL CONSTRUCT  
5.3.1  Sub-theme B01: Manhood as performative and sex specific  
The results of this study suggest that MSMW view manhood as being performative. This is to 
say that to be a man, one must do certain things to prove their manhood. An example of this is 
seen in Extract 07. 
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Extract 07: Interview with P01 aged 24  
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In line 100, P01 stated that manhood is about performing manly duties. He further mentioned 
gender-specific roles like being the head of the household (line 101), which is traditionally 
allocated to men within households. In lines 104 to 105, the participant mentioned that because of 
his stage, potentially referring to his age, he did things that most men at his stage were believed to 
be doing. He then gave an example that when he is in a relationship with a girl, there is a way he 
would need to start treating her to show or display his manhood, like taking her out (lines 111 to 
114). The participant indicated that the concept of manhood did not apply to women. He used the 
word “dick” and raised his voice when he said this to emphasise his point, as indicated with the 
small upwards arrow in the transcript (lines 123 and 132). He further stated that this type of woman 
can be considered a feminist, however manhood does not apply to her. The participant then 
indicated that he believed that his views were in line with traditional understanding and that he 
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positioned and aligned himself with these views by saying things like he knew that he was a very 
patriarchal being (line 142). 
The idea of manhood as performative is central to the current research as it forms the backbone 
of understanding how certain individuals may choose to position themselves against a socially 
constructed understanding. The extract also suggests the difficulties that these men face in 
articulating social constructions such as manhood, which seems to suggest that social constructions 
may exist as vague ideas that people have to attempt to define or redefine as they see fit. Extract 
08 is another example of manhood as being performative.   
Extract 08: Interview with P06 aged 23  
 
In Extract 08, P06 defined manhood as being able to take care of your family (line 38) and 
being able to provide for them (lines 41 to 42). However, even though manhood was viewed as a 
performance of some activities, some participants saw it as being interlinked with a person’s sex. 
That is to say, women cannot be men. See Extract 09 taken from the same interview with P06. 
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Extract 09: Interview with P06 aged 23  
 
P06 then argued that even though women can take care of their families and provide for them, 
they cannot be considered to be men (line 47). In lines 49 to 53, he justified his understanding 
against the backdrop of tradition and said that in isiZulu they say “udlala indima yokuba indoda” 
(she is playing a role of being a man) because she was created as a woman (lines 57 to 58). This 
seems to suggest that even though manhood is performed, there are certain individuals (women) 
who are not appropriate for the role. Another participant shared the same understanding of 
manhood, as seen in Extract 10. 
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Extract 10: Interview with P04 aged 22  
 
In lines 23 to 26, P04 indicated that being a man meant being able to stand on your own feet 
(possibly referring to financial independence). He further said that a man is someone who can take 
care of his responsibilities, versus asking for help or guidance from other people, but rather 
someone who can make decisions and stand by them. I argue that implied in these qualities of 
manhood that the participant mentioned is that a man is strong. When asked if a woman who has 
all these qualities could be considered a man, he replied that she could be considered a “strong 
woman” (line 32). It implies that men are supposed to be strong individuals who are independent 
and that although some people may have these qualities, there are instances where those 
individuals cannot be considered men.  
The next section shows that different men understand the same social construct differently, or 
rather that some individuals extend their understanding of social constructs to include a broader 
spectrum of people.   
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5.3.2  Sub-theme B02: Manhood as non-specific 
P03 shared similar understandings of manhood as above. He noted that manhood had nothing 
to do with a person’s sexual orientation, as shown in Extract 11.  
Extract 11: Interview with P03 aged 23  
 
P03 in Extract 11 indicated that manhood for him meant responsibility, respect, and integrity 
(line 30). He argued that it should be noted that manhood was not connected to a person’s sexual 
orientation (lines 31 to 32). This definition of manhood seems to be more inclusive and seemed to 
allow him to integrate his sexuality within the scope of manhood. When I asked him whether this 
understanding of manhood was in line with the traditional understanding of manhood, he 
mentioned that to some degree it was (line 38). He then stated that he was not a traditional person, 
noting that he was at a point in his life where he was starting to question certain social constructs 
(lines 38 to 42). This seemed to suggest that he was aware that his understanding of manhood was 
not a normative view of manhood within his social setting as he positioned himself against 
tradition, by distancing himself and saying he was different. In lines 41 to 42, he said that he did 
not know and that he was a contradiction. This could potentially be his attempt to reconcile what 
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he believed was the right definition of manhood against a backdrop of traditionally constructed 
definitions.  
Another participant added to this idea that the definition of manhood should include people 
with same-sex sexualities and argued that manhood should not have anything to do with a person’s 
gender, as presented in Extract 12. 
Extract 12: Interview with P05 aged 25  
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P05 in Extract 12 indicated that for him manhood was about whether or not a person identified 
themselves as being a man or not. He further argued that it was not important whether or not such 
a person was born a biological female or not (line 21). P05 stated that anyone could be considered 
a man if this was how they viewed themselves (line 22). When asked if this understanding was in 
line with the traditional understanding of manhood, he indicated that he was aware that 
traditionally a person is considered a man based on their reproductive organs, age, and sexual 
activity (lines 28 to 32).  
Finally, P05 argued that for him, self-identification was fluid and that there were many types 
of sexual preferences and sexual orientations, and for him, there were multiple ways a person could 
label themselves (lines 36 to 38). This participant’s understanding of manhood was broad and not 
fixed. He used the word “fluid” in line 36, in what seemed to be an attempt to demonstrate the 
dynamic nature of these social constructs that he was talking about, namely sexual orientation, 
sexual preferences, and manhood. I view these open-ended dynamic definitions of manhood as a 
social construct as the participants attempted to allow themselves to align themselves with these 
concepts. This is to say that they should still be considered men regardless of their sexuality.  
5.3.3  Summation of the key points around definitions of manhood 
This theme highlighted that most participants understood manhood as being performative; this 
is to say that men are considered men based on them performing certain expected duties or 
displaying certain qualities. Although women could possess these qualities, most participants 
argued that these women could not be considered men as they were born female. This suggested 
that even though manhood is essentially a performance of certain qualities or behaviours, certain 
individuals were not eligible to identify themselves as men based on their sex. P04 clarified that 
even though this restriction should be applied, it should, however, not involve a person’s sexual 
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orientation. I understand this adaption of the definition of manhood as a form of sexual identity 
navigation that this participant was using to align himself with the concept of manhood. This is 
perhaps more pronounced in the statement made by P05 when he mentioned that anyone who 
viewed themselves as a man should be considered a man regardless of their sex organs; his view 
was that most labels were fluid, and should thus be treated as such.  
As a further exploration of how MSMW navigate their sexual identity in the presence of 
homophobic attitudes and stigma, the next section of this chapter revisits the issue of disclosure of 
sexuality in greater detail.  
5.4  THEME C: DISCLOSURE OF SEXUALITY  
5.4.1  Sub-theme C01: Participants’ difficulties with disclosure   
The findings of this study indicate that decisions about disclosure of sexuality are complicated 
and affected by individual factors. One of the major barriers to disclosure that I identified from the 
interviews was that the participants in this study viewed people in their lives as having homophobic 
attitudes. An example of this is presented in Extract 13. 
Extract 13: Interview with P01 aged 24  
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In Extract 13, P01 indicated that he would never disclose his sexuality to his family (line 309). 
This was emphasised by the participant’s screams and high pitches when he said this. When probed 
about why he would not disclose to his family, he replied that he came from a large family and 
that they were all close (lines 311 to 316). He further said that his family was a pool of homophobic 
beings (line 321), so if they found out, they would obliterate him, and cut him off as a family 
member (line 324).  
The participant then discussed the implications of non-disclosure. He mentioned that he was 
planning on disclosing to his mother, whom he would ask to keep his sexuality a secret (lines 326 
to 327). He further said that he did not know how she would receive this news and what the 
outcome of this would be but he worried that he would never be free and would live like an empty 
shell for the rest of his life if he did not do this (lines 327 to 329).  
This suggests that MSMW may have feelings of being incomplete that they must battle. This 
could be linked to the idea that some MSMW may view themselves, or rather their sexuality, as 
forming two separate parts. Perhaps concealing such a significant part of themselves causes 
emotional dilemmas and difficulties. However, such disclosure is seen as difficult, as P01 stated 
that he did not know how it would turn out with his mother. This fear of being socially excluded 
was also expressed by another participant, as shown in Extract 14. 
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Extract 14: Interview with P04 aged 22 
 
In the earlier parts of the interview with P04, he indicated that he had two separate groups of 
friends. Extract 14 is taken from the part of the interview when this point was being revisited. In 
the extract in lines 192 to 193, P04 indicated that he was only exposed to this life (bisexual life) 
after finishing school. As a result, he had friends who did not know about his private life (possibly 
meaning his same-sex behaviours). He further said that he found it difficult to talk to these friends 
about his sexuality because they were always against and criticised same-sex behaviours (line 
194). The participant then mentioned that they might end up criticising him if he were to tell them 
about his sexuality. This again serves as an indicator that MSMW may choose to conceal their 
sexual identities to people close to them if they fear that they have homophobic attitudes and if 
they ran a risk of being socially excluded from their social circles.   
Another participant indicated that he was previously in a relationship with a man who would 
hold his hand in public and that he was comfortable with this. See Extract 15.  
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Extract 15: Interview with P06 aged 23 
 
 
In this extract, P06 indicated that he was comfortable with public displays of affection with his 
former boyfriend because he was far from home (family), but that he would be uncomfortable if 
he were closer to home (lines 232 to 237). The participant further said that he would not allow 
another man to hold his hand in public if he was closer to home because he would not want his 
family to find out about his sexuality because he believed that they would be disappointed in him 
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(lines 239 to 247). This suggests that MSMW may engage with their sexual identities differently 
depending on the perceived risk of such behaviours, such as unintended disclosure. 
Similar sentiments were held by most participants when they spoke about the disclosure of 
their sexuality to their female partners, as seen in Extract 16. 
Extract 16: Interview with P02 aged 24 
 
Extract 16 was taken from the point in the interview where P02 indicated that his boyfriend 
was aware that he was bisexual, but his girlfriend was not aware (line 192). When probed about 
why he found it easy to disclose his sexuality to his boyfriend and not his girlfriend, he mentioned 
that he felt that female partners would not understand (lines 197 to 198). The participant seemed 
to believe that women would not be accepting of the fact that their boyfriend was bisexual, and 
that this could lead to difficulties in the relationship. The participant further stated that women 
(referring to his female partner) were straight (meaning heterosexual), and so they would find it 
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difficult to understand same-sex sexualities, as they would reason like a heterosexual person (line 
199), possibly meaning heterosexual people might be less understand of same-sex sexualities. This 
suggests that MSMW might find it easier to disclose his sexuality to men with the same sexuality 
as them, as seen in Extract 17.  
Extract 17: Interview with P03 aged 23 
 
In Extract 17, P03 indicated that he has never disclosed his sexuality to his female partners 
(line 189). He further said that he had dated a girlfriend who was bisexual, but he never disclosed 
his sexuality to her (line 193). When probed about what facilitated disclosure for him, he indicated 
that it was easier for him to disclose his sexuality to another gay or bisexual person because “what 
are the odds that they would judge” him (lines 203 to 204). This suggests that even though 
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disclosure is difficult for MSMW, there are instances where it takes place. The next section of the 
findings explores instances where disclosure of sexuality takes place.   
5.4.2  Sub-theme C02: Instances of disclosure   
There were two broad instances of disclosure that I identified from the interviews; these are 
presented in the following sections.   
5.4.2.1  Sub-theme C02a: Trust and disclosure to queer friends 
P01 indicated that for him the decision of whether or not to disclosure was based on the 
approach that a person took when asking him about his sexuality.  
Extract 18: Interview with P01 aged 24  
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P01 started by saying that with him “what you see is what you get”, implying that he did not 
have an issue with disclosing his sexuality (lines 214 to 215). He then stated that if a person was 
diplomatic, he would tell them that he was in love with other men, but then would ask this person 
not to disclose this information as he called it “classified information” (line 217). This implies that 
not everyone is aware of this or could tell that he was homosexual by just looking at him, as he 
previously stated in line 214 to 215.  
In lines 219 to 222, he indicated that if a random person were to ask him if he was gay, he 
would retaliate with what seemed to be aggression as he used the phrase “fuck off” (lines 221 to 
222). When asked why he would not be honest with certain individuals, he mentioned that certain 
people would turn the entire society against you (line 226). This suggested that the participant 
believed that intolerance against same-sex sexualities in his social context was a reality. Finally, 
he stated that there was too much pressure and because of social exclusion, one might end up 
suffering from anxiety and depression, which could eventually lead to them committing suicide. 
This shows the level of psychological distress that some MSMW could face because of their 
sexuality and fears of homophobia.  
Extract 19 is taken from the same interview with P01. In this section of the interview, he stated 
that for him disclosure came from a level of trust.   
Extract 19: Interview with P01 aged 24  
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In Extract 19, P01 indicated that he has disclosed his sexuality to his close queer friends (line 
282). I then probed if he had only disclosed to other queer individuals. He then indicated that he 
had disclosed to a heterosexual male friend whom he trusted (lines 287 to 304). In these lines, the 
participant indicated that he felt safe enough in his relationship with this heterosexual friend that 
he was able to disclose his sexuality to him. This suggests that decisions around which MSMW 
chose to disclose their sexuality to were influenced by individual factors such as the quality of a 
relationship with a person they are disclosing to.   
However, the disclosure of sexuality is not always intentional and planned, and presented in 
the next section are instances where the participants of this study indicated that the disclosure of 
their sexuality happened without their full intention.  
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5.4.2.2  Sub-theme C02b: Unintended disclosure   
In Extract 20, P02 indicated that he ended up disclosing to his female cousin even though he 
had not planned to do so.  
Extract 20: Interview with P02 aged 24 
 
In this extract, P02 indicated that he disclosed his sexuality to his aunt and female cousin (line 
165). He told of an instance that he referred to as funny where he said he accidentally met his 
female cousin at a club. He said he found out that she was a lesbian that night and the two of them 
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had to talk about their sexualities (lines 170 to 172). He continued by saying that he had a mindset 
that he did not owe anybody else an explanation and added that he would ask whoever it was who 
tried to ask him about his sexuality what was making them ask about this (lines 177 to 182). 
Finally, he stated that he was not ready. This could suggest that besides people who already knew 
about his sexuality, he was not comfortable for the rest of society or anybody else to find out about 
it. This could be related to the pressures that result from homophobic attitudes, as discussed 
previously. Another example of disclosure taking place when it was not planned is presented in 
Extract 21.  
Extract 21: Interview with P03 aged 23  
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In Extract 21, P03 indicated that he disclosed his sexuality to his friends who were also gay or 
bisexual (line 157). He then continued to say that he felt uncomfortable and disclosed to his 
heterosexual friend because this friend had suspicions (lines 158 to 159). When asked to take me 
through the process of his disclosure to his heterosexual friend, he told a story about a former 
boyfriend, who supposedly went and told his friend that he said to stay away from him. P03 said 
that this former boyfriend did this as a way of getting back to him for their break-up (lines 168 to 
174). Then, according to P03, he mentioned that he wanted them to talk and P03 assumed it was 
about his sexuality, about which the friend initially denied wanting to talk about (lines 176 to 180). 
In Extract 22, P03 further indicated that since he had already brought it up, they continued 
discussing it (lines 183 to 184).  
Extract 22: interview with P03 aged 23  
 
P03 mentioned that this incident took place over WhatsApp, which is an instant messaging 
application (line 184). This could suggest that because the incident started on a social media 
platform, it could have been less difficult than it would have been had it been face to face.  
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5.4.3  Summation of key findings regarding the issue of disclosure of sexuality 
This section of the research explored the multifaceted nature of the disclosure of sexuality. The 
section showed that the disclosure of sexuality for MSMW is difficult and complex. Most of the 
participants of this study indicated that they would not disclose their sexuality to family, 
girlfriends, or heterosexual friends due to the fear that they might be socially excluded or exposed 
to their significant others’ homophobic attitudes. I suggested in this section that there was a sense 
of a split in these men’s identity, whereby different people were exposed to the different parts of 
the self or identity presentation. The results of this study also suggested that MSMW may face 
many emotional difficulties in embracing their sexuality due to social contexts that they view as 
being intolerant, and that these emotional difficulties could lead to further psychological issues 
such as anxiety and depression.  
This section of the findings also indicated that there were instances where disclosure of 
sexuality took place. Most of the participants in this study indicated that they had disclosed their 
sexuality to other queer friends (homosexual and/or bisexual). The reasoning for this seemed to be 
rooted in the sense of a shared identity. However, some findings also indicated that disclosure 
occurred between MSMW and their heterosexual friends. The decision to disclose to heterosexual 
friends was rooted in the quality of the relationship that these men had with these friends. I also 
suggested in this section of the findings that there are instances where disclosure of sexuality is 
not intentional.  
The last section of this chapter focuses on other possible ways MSMW navigate their sexual 
identity.  
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5.4.4  Sub-theme C03: Limited socialisation  
There were other subliminal points that were more implied than expressed in the data. These 
were around the issue of socialisation. Most men in the study identified themselves as shy or 
introverted. They indicated that they enjoyed spending time indoors or with close friends.  
Extract 23: Interview with P01 aged 24  
 
P01 in Extract 23 indicated that he was introverted (line 43) and that this meant that he enjoyed 
keeping himself within certain boundaries (line 48). He further said that he enjoyed doing activities 
that are enjoyed by other young people but that he preferred doing these in his house versus being 
outdoors (lines 45 to 51). When I probed him for his reasoning, he indicated that he felt safe when 
he was indoors as compared to being outside (lines 55 to 56). This feeling of safety could be linked 
to aspects such as avoiding crime; however, it could also be a way of avoiding unintended 
disclosure of his sexuality. The reasoning being that if he kept away from people and their 
homophobic attitudes, then there were fewer chances of him being attacked or harmed in any way. 
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Extract 24 is taken from the same interview with P01, where he continued to elaborate on why he 
preferred being by himself.  
Extract 24: Interview with P01 aged 24  
 
 
P01 said that when he is outside, he is at a greater risk of getting hurt or endangering his life 
in any way (lines 63 to 65). He then stated that he could have drinks with friends but it needed to 
be indoors for him to feel safe. Although the participant did not explicitly state that this fear of 
being around people was related to his sexuality, he did, however, leave it open for interpretation 
when he said endangering his life in whatever way or form (lines 65 to 66). The endangering of 
his life could be related to fears of homophobic attacks and/or attitudes, and as a result, he felt 
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safer indoors with people whom he trusted. This suggests that MSMW, as a form of identity 
navigation, may avoid unfamiliar spaces and people to shield themselves from homophobia or 
intolerance. P01 further said that he struggled to articulate why he isolates himself from life and 
people but said that it was something that has always been in his nature (lines 70 to 77). Towards 
the end of the extract, the participant indicated that he was not intimidated by people, which 
suggests that these concerns about homophobic attitudes could be subconscious.  
In a different interview (see Extract 25), another participant indicated that he was intending to 
stop his alcohol consumption as it made him too comfortable.  
Extract 25: Interview with P03 aged 23 
 
 
In this extract, P03 indicated that he was intending to quit drinking alcohol as he said that it 
placed him in a compromised position (line 381). In line 383, he mentioned that alcohol always 
led him to feeling upset. When I indicated that I could not hear him, he then stated that alcohol 
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always forced him to come out to people who did not know (possibly referring to disclosing his 
sexuality). He continued to say that when he was drunk, he got comfortable. This indicates that for 
the participant when he consumed alcohol, he started embracing his sexuality more, and this was 
a problem for him as this made him worry about who was in the room (line 386). This could be 
because he was be becoming aware that some individuals may be intolerant or homophobic and 
so he started to worry about his identity presentation. Upon further probing, P03 indicated that he 
had kissed a few people after consuming alcohol, then agreed to the question of whether or not he 
wanted to stop drinking alcohol because it made him less restrained (lines 391 to 393). This 
suggests that MSMW will limit their social interactions or activities if they worry that these place 
them at a risk of unintentionally disclosing their sexuality.  
5.4.5  Summation of key findings regarding the issue of limited socialisation 
Most participants in this study indicated that they were shy, quiet, or introverted. In this section 
of the findings, I suggested that MSMW may limit their social engagements as a form of identity 
management. They may view public spaces as being unsafe and prefer to be in familiar spaces 
with people whom they trust to avoid intolerance or homophobia. Much of what was argued here 
was implied, as the participants often found it difficult to articulate themselves in a specific or 
direct manner and most of their statements were open to various interpretations.   
This chapter presented the findings of the study, in an attempt to identify the possible ways 
MSMW navigate their sexual identities in a context where homophobia is rife. The findings 
seemed to suggest that MSMW have strategies that they use to insulate themselves from the 
possible harm from homophobic attacks.  
The next chapter contextualises the findings of this study against the backdrop of the current 
literature, using a social constructionist perspective.   
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CHAPTER SIX:  
DISCUSSION 
6.1  INTRODUCTION  
This chapter is the discussion section of all three major findings of this study. What I attempt 
to do here is to relate these study findings to the existing literature reviewed in Chapters One, Two, 
and Three. I do this by first reintroducing the overview of the study by focusing on the research 
aim and rationale. I then attempt to demonstrate how the research findings addressed the research 
questions.  
6.2  OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
A study of human behaviour is difficult. It is even more complicated if the behaviour under 
review is stigmatised. Human sexuality is one such topic that is challenging to study, particularly 
if one is studying same-sex sexualities. As I outlined in Chapter One of this research, same-sex 
sexuality is still stigmatised in South Africa (Francis, 2017; Msibi, 2012; Potgieter & Reygan, 
2011), and although unlike in most other African countries where homosexuality is criminalised, 
people with same-sex sexualities still face varying amounts of discrimination and bigotry within 
their communities, families, and social circles due to their sexuality (Lease & Gevisser, 2017). As 
a result, most LGBTI individuals have had to learn to navigate their sexual identities in contexts 
that they find somewhat unsafe in order to survive (Lynch & Clayton, 2017; McCormack et al., 
2014). The body of literature that I reviewed in Chapter Three suggested that people with same-
sex sexualities form a part of sexual minorities within their communities. Thus, they are subject to 
feeling socially isolated as a result of living in communities that are heteronormative and 
homophobic to varying degrees (Gold et al., 2007; Winskell et al., 2018).  
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The literature suggests that over and above the real presence of violence against LGBTI 
individuals and other social mistreatment, they also suffer from psychological distress that might 
involve but is not limited to stress, depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and a lack of identity 
integration (Gold et al., 2007). This study focused on MSMW, who are a subset of this very diverse 
LGBTI population. Across Chapters One, Two, and Three, I attempted to explain why I decided 
to conceptualise these bisexually active men in this way. Part of the reasons included an extension 
of the sample size, as well as a need to explore the nuances that exist for this very diverse group 
of people.  
Due to the fact that this study adopted a social construction perspective, and that the sample 
involved men, it became central for this study to explore the interplay of masculinity and same-
sex sexuality among the participants. This is because, as Butler (1990) argued, gender is 
performative (see also Clarkson, 2006; Pennington, 2009). In “doing” manhood, men are socially 
expected to do certain things while not doing others, and the appropriateness with which they can 
“do” this is understood predominantly against the definitions of hegemonic masculinities within 
their communities, as argued in Connell’s work (Adams & Kavangh, 2018; Connell, 1995). What 
this meant for this research is that MSMW in this study would most likely have certain strategies 
that they use to isolate themselves from the homophobic attitudes and possible violence that may 
arise in response to their same-sex sexualities. As a result, the objective of this study was to explore 
how African MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal navigate their sexual identities in the presence of 
homophobia. 
6.3  ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTION  
This study had one research question: how do MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal navigate their 
sexual identities in the presence of homophobia? To answer this question, the findings of this study 
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showed that it is key to first understand how these men understood their sexuality. This section 
discusses the three major themes that were identified in the findings and how they help bring us 
closer to answering the question being asked by this research. In doing this, I follow the same order 
that I used in the previous chapter when I presented the findings.  
6.3.1  Heteronormativity embedded in participants’ understanding of their sexuality 
6.3.1.1  The different types of MSMW  
The results of this study highlighted the complexities of how MSMW define their sexuality. 
These findings were in line with the literature that argues that MSMW are not a homogenous group 
(Carrillo & Hoffman, 2016; Siegel & Meunier, 2018). Some MSMW in this study identified 
themselves as being homosexual and stated that they presented themselves as bisexual because 
they felt that bisexual men had a better chance of being socially accepted than homosexual men. 
This finding advances our understanding of MSMW’s sexuality in two ways. Firstly, it seems to 
be linked to the idea that heteronormative gay men are more acceptable to the community as they 
still confirm their socially prescribed gender performance. In doing so, these men are able to 
insulate themselves at least at a social level from discrimination and isolation from friends and 
family, as found by Lynch and Clayton (2017), Murgo et al. (2017), and Sánchez et al. (2016).  
Secondly, this finding also speaks to the idea that gender is performative (Pennington, 2009). 
Given that the participants in this study indicated that they assumed heteronormative gender 
presentations to appear to those around them as heterosexual suggests that these men are aware of 
hegemonic masculinities within their communities and position themselves in relation to these in 
some way or form, as proposed by Adams and Kavanagh (2018). This further suggests that 
MSMW are aware of the negative societal attitudes towards same-sex sexuality and that they often 
see the need to manage their gender presentation and/or sexual identities, against the backdrop of 
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these homophobic views. This finding was also corroborated by other research, where the 
participants also indicated a sense of needing to prove their manhood to gain acceptance (Lynch 
& Clayton, 2017).  
6.3.1.2  Complex constructions of bisexuality  
Most of the participants in this study indicated that they were bisexual. This finding further 
problematises the study of bisexuality that previous research has highlighted (Callis, 2013; Elia & 
Eliason, 2012; Morrison et al., 2016). The literature has argued that bisexuality has often been 
difficult to study because different people define it differently (Cloete et al., 2014). The results of 
this study are in line with this literature and suggest that MSMW’s understanding of their 
bisexuality varies from person to person. Men in this study presented a complicated picture of 
bisexuality, as indicated in Chapter Four; some viewed bisexuality as being linked to their 
emotional needs or feelings (Pennington, 2009). This is linked to the constructed nature of 
bisexuality being fluid (Elia & Eliason, 2012; Esterline & Galupo, 2013).  
Similar to previous studies, some men in this research argued that their sexuality was fluid, 
and for them the gender or sexuality of their partner was not a determinant of whether or not they 
were attracted to such individuals (Brown, 2002; Elia & Eliason, 2012). This meant that these men 
had to navigate their sexual identities in ways that allowed them to have relationships with people 
of either gender. I argue that this suggests that MSMW may present themselves in socio-
stereotypical ways so as to divert suspicions that they may be homosexual.  
Other results of this study showed that some men in this study viewed their bisexuality as a 
balancing act; that is to say as being able to balance their sexual feelings for women and other 
men. This view is also present in the literature on bisexuality, where some viewed it as a 50/50 
split between their desire for men and women (McCormack et al., 2014; Rubinstein et al., 2013; 
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Silva, 2017). Key to this finding is that for some MSMW relationship satisfaction might be affected 
by their sexuality as they would often have a desire to have male and female partners in their lives, 
concurrently or otherwise. This is troubling since some literature seems to suggest that some 
MSMW may not feel fulfilled in their sexual relations as they may feel that a part of their sexual 
identity is not catered for (Vernallis, 1999, cited in Pennington, 2009). Additionally, I propose that 
this also entails gender performance that is normatively masculine and heterosexual.   
Positioning oneself in a heteronormative way then serves the purpose of allowing them to be 
suitable partners for both men and women. Previous research reports that some members of the 
gay community harbour negative feelings towards bisexuals for this reason that they seemingly 
can benefit from identifying as heterosexual when it suits them, while still benefiting from being 
in same-sex relationships (Callis, 2013; Rust, 2009). Although the results of this study did not 
explicitly show this, the fact that some gay men may label themselves as bisexual suggest a 
hierarchical order of sexualities where heterosexuality is the desired norm and homosexuality is 
avoided as an identity, while bisexuality is a transcendental stage or state that is socially “more 
desirable” than homosexuality (Esterline & Galupo, 2013). This links to some views that bisexual 
people are homosexuals who are scared to admit their true sexuality (Weiss, 2003). Although I do 
not hold the same views as those expressed in this literature, I found that it is worth mentioning 
that some MSMW, through the processes of self-discovery, may label themselves differently for 
some reasons, which might include attempts of insulating themselves from homophobic views.  
6.3.1.3  Internalised homophobic views leading to difficulties with sexuality  
Although not directly linked to answering the question of how MSMW navigate their sexual 
identities in homophobic environments, a section of the results of this study suggested that some 
MSMW may have internalised negative homophobic attitudes. This finding is documented in the 
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literature as internalised homophobia (Dubé, 2000; Kubicek et al., 2009; Rosser, Bockting, Ross, 
Miner, & Coleman, 2008). Some participants in this study constructed their sexuality as an 
emotional burden that they found overwhelming. Some of the men in this study were aware that 
understanding their sexuality this way could lead them to having psychological distress that could 
potentially lead to suicide. These results concur with the literature, which suggests that some 
people who are sexual minorities might internalise negative societal views on same-sex sexualities 
and that in turn this might cause grave emotional and psychological distress (Richter et al., 2017; 
Rosser et al., 2008). I want to suggest that these internalised negative emotions may also motivate 
one to reject their sexuality or at the very least present themselves in a way that is not authentic or 
congruent to their sexual identity (Frost & Meyer, 2009; Knous, 2006). In a way, this makes it 
relatively easier for these men to adopt heteronormative gender presentations, hence avoiding 
external forms of homophobia.  
6.3.1.4  Summation of sexual navigation strategy: Heteronormativity  
In this section, I discussed how the findings of this study suggested that MSMW draw on their 
understanding of normative gender performance, which is heteronormative, in the navigation of 
their same-sex identity to avoid homophobia. I also identified that the participants’ understanding 
of their sexuality varied and that some held negative feelings towards their sexuality. In the next 
section, I discuss issues around Theme Two of the findings, which is manhood as a complex social 
construct.     
6.3.2  Participants’ self-positions in relation to manhood as a complex social construct 
The results of this study seem to suggest unanimously that manhood is performative. People 
perform certain actions, tasks, or behaviours to prove their manhood. This finding is directly linked 
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to how Butler (1990) conceptualised the nature of gender construction, where the argument is that 
to “do” gender, one needs to successfully display certain socially agreed-upon gender norms 
(Pennington, 2009; West & Zimmerman, 2009). What was key to this study was an exploration of 
how the participants understood this social construct, and how they navigated their sexual 
identities with regard to this understanding. I identified two broad themes related to the 
performative nature of manhood as understood by the participants in this study.  
6.3.2.1  Manhood as sex specific: The patriarchal view  
The results of this study suggested that although manhood is performative, meaning that one 
must prove his manhood by doing certain activities, not everyone can perform it successfully. 
When talking about this, the participants indicated that women cannot be considered as being men 
even though they may be playing roles previously played by men, such as being the head of the 
family. The reason for this is that women are born female, without male reproductive organs. What 
these findings seem to suggest is that MSMW in the study were aware of what Connell (1995) 
called hegemonic masculinity and the power dynamic that is as a result of this social construct 
(Murgo et al., 2017; Sánchez et al., 2016). Research studying gay masculinities has shown that 
gay and other men with same-sex sexualities often align themselves with hegemonic 
interpretations of masculinities within their context to afford themselves the social power 
embedded in these enactments (Ravenhill & De Visser, 2018). In this study, some of the 
participants stated that this view was in line with the patriarchal and traditional understanding of 
manhood. They viewed women who acted “manly” as strong women. In this way, manhood is also 
viewed as being gender specific and predominantly heteronormative. The implications of this are 
perhaps expressed clearer in the following section.     
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6.3.2.2  Manhood as non-specific: The multiple-masculinities view  
Other results related to the meaning of manhood showed a departure from the views expressed 
above. These findings suggest that manhood is not specific to gender or sexual orientation. These 
findings are connected to the multiplicity of masculinities (Ravenhill & De Visser, 2018). These 
results suggest that some MSMW may view manhood as a performance that different people can 
enact if they are willing to do so. In this way, these men can still benefit from the social benefits 
of masculinity. The participants who held these views were, however, aware of the fact that their 
views were not orthodox. This was seen through the justifications that these participants made 
such as saying that “it is worth noting that being a man has nothing to do with one’s sexuality” 
(see Extract 11, lines 31 to 32). This seems to suggest that the participants in this study were aware 
of the structured nature of gendered power where hegemonic masculinity is dominant over other 
forms of masculinity and femininity, as argued for in other literature (Adams & Kavanagh, 2018).   
6.3.2.3  Summation of a sexual navigation strategy: Positions on the social construction of 
manhood  
The results of this study suggested that the participants appreciated the hierarchical nature of 
gender performance where hegemonic masculinity is the most beneficial. However, masculinity is 
traditionally defined as being sex specific and heterosexual. The results suggest that some MSMW 
will align themselves with these patriarchal views of manhood, and thereby benefit from the social 
power afforded to men as in other studies (Adams & Kavanagh, 2018). Some MSMW have 
extended the definitions of manhood to include a multitude of individuals who were previously 
excluded from such definitions and thus also benefiting from social benefits afforded to men within 
their societies, regardless of their sexualities. Hence, as a form of identity navigation, MSMW may 
align themselves with traditional heteronormative definitions of manhood, while others extend 
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their definitions so as to all benefit in one way or the other, thereby insulating themselves from 
homophobic views.  
In the last section of this chapter, I discuss issues related to Theme Three of the findings, which 
focuses on issues related to the disclosure of sexuality. 
6.3.2.4  Disclosure of sexuality and sexual identity navigations 
The results of this study indicated that disclosure of sexuality was difficult for most MSMW. 
The results suggested that there was a sense of fear, where these men feared that they would be 
isolated from the people they were closest to. This finding adds to the literature that showed that 
people with same-sex sexualities fear coming out or disclosing their sexuality to those closest to 
them. These fears are usually linked to possible isolation or parental rejection (Richter et al., 2017). 
This study showed that these men might hide their sexual identities from family and close friends 
even though they may wish to disclose or are aware of the benefits of disclosure, which are also 
suggested by literature (Ifrah et al., 2018; Vu et al., 2011). This suggests that even though non-
disclosure of sexual identity serves the purpose of insulating these men from homophobic attitudes, 
it may also lead to them feeling unfulfilled in other parts of their lives as they have to keep 
concealing what seems to be an important part of their lives.  
The results seemed to suggest that to an extent these men experience themselves as having two 
separate parts; one where they present a heteronormative self, and another part that they hide from 
most people where and when they start exploring their sexuality. This is linked to the literature 
that argued that bisexual men often have to navigate their sexual identities by deciding when to 
disclose it and to whom (McLean, 2007). The results of this study concur with the literature as it 
showed that MSMW will decide when to disclose their sexuality, and it seemed from the findings 
that this happens when one is far away from home and there are fewer chances of them being seen.  
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The results also showed that some men limit their social interactions to avoid unintended 
disclosure. Some participants indicated that they were planning on stopping their alcohol 
consumption as being intoxicated often led to them disclosing their sexuality. This finding is 
indicative of what is suggested by other studies that same-sex expressions are situational, in spaces 
that MSMW may view as safe (McCormack et al., 2014). The findings also showed that most 
MSMW may disclose to people  they trust to keep their secret. They are also most likely to disclose 
to other queer individuals as they may not feel that heterosexual people are equipped with the tools 
to understand or be accepting due to their socialisation. The results also indicated that there are 
instances where disclosure was unintended and that the people who received these revelations were 
usually accepting. However, there was still a great deal of discomfort that was expressed by the 
participants regarding disclosure.  
6.3.2.5  Summation of a sexual navigation strategy: Disclosure of sexuality and sexual identity 
navigations 
Non-disclosure of sexuality is one of the strategies used by MSMW to navigate their sexual 
identities in spaces they feel unsafe, or where they worry that they may be discriminated against. 
Although this may serve to divert homophobic replications as a result of their same-sex sexualities, 
I argue that this has the potential to leave them feeling that they are living lives that are not 
authentic in the process of their identity navigation. On its own, this has the potential to lead to 
social and psychological distress of varying degrees.  
The final chapter of this research presents the conclusions made from the study, as well as 
study recommendations and limitations.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  
CONCLUSION 
7.1  OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY  
Current research shows that homophobia is rife across the world (Lease & Gevisser, 2017), 
and that it is worsened by the fact that it is a criminal offence in most countries in Africa (Bennett 
& Reddy, 2015). Although South Africa is unique in the region in the sense that discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation is unlawful (Msibi, 2009), some studies suggest that LGBTI 
individuals still face stigmatisation and homophobic violence to varying degrees (Kretz, 2013). 
This body of literature argued that this hatred for same-sex sexualities seems to stem from ideas 
that homosexuality is un-African, regardless of evidence of its existence across the centuries 
(Kaoma, 2018; Winskell et al., 2018).  
The literature reviewed for this study also argued that some individuals who have same-sex 
sexualities are prone to feeling isolated within their social context (Ifrah et al., 2018). The literature 
also argued that individuals who have internalised negative societal attitudes towards their 
sexuality are predisposed to suffering social and psychological distress (Gold et al., 2007). Against 
this backdrop of the literature, this study investigated how MSMW from KwaZulu-Natal navigate 
their sexual identities in contexts they deemed unsafe.  
I adopted a qualitative research methodology for this study. Six participants were sampled 
through the combined use of convenience and purposive sampling techniques. Data were collected 
using telephonic interviews as most of the participants indicated a lack of comfort with having 
face-to-face interviews. The interviews were semi-structured and varied in length from 40 minutes 
to an hour. Data were analysed using thematic analysis. The findings were interpreted using social 
constructionism, together with Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity and Connell’s 
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(1995) hegemonic masculinities as complementary frameworks to better understand the sexual 
identity navigations that were identified during data analysis.   
The results suggested that some MSMW viewed their social contexts as being intolerant of 
their sexual identities. This meant that they had to find ways of navigating these identities in these 
spaces that they viewed as being unsafe. Based on the findings of this study, it was suggested that 
MSMW navigate their sexual identities in complex and complicated ways. According to the 
findings of this study, the following conclusions can be made with regard to how some MSMW 
navigate their sexual identities: 
Some MSMW will align their gender presentations with dominant societal norms, which are 
heteronormative, to conceal their same-sex sexual identity from most people as a way of avoiding 
rejection and isolation and possibly violence.  
MSMW will avoid disclosure to friends and family whom they view as having homophobic 
attitudes. They are more likely to disclose their same-sex sexualities to other queer individuals in 
the belief that they would be more accepting of their difference than heterosexual individuals. Such 
navigations, although necessary for these men to avoid homophobia or stigmatisation, as the results 
of this study also suggested, can lead to these men feeling as though they are not living authentic 
lives and that this has the potential to keep them feeling isolated from family and close friends, as 
well as having possibilities of other psychological distress.  
Lastly, some of these men may align themselves with traditional understandings of 
masculinity, which are predominantly hegemonic and heterosexual. In doing so, they get to almost 
compactify their sexual identity and hyper-masculinise, even in their language use, to benefit from 
the hierarchal power dynamics afforded to men versus women and other men who do not enact 
such representations of gender. Other men may extend the definitions of manhood to incorporate 
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themselves within these widely defined expressions of manhood, regardless of their sexual 
orientation, or sexual behaviours with other men.  
7.2  PERSONAL REFLECTIONS ON THE RESEARCH PROCESS  
I experienced numerous difficulties when I conducted this study. These included the 
unwillingness of participants to participate in the research due to fears of their sexuality being 
directly disclosed because of their involvement. Although this was expected, as research has 
indicated that men are generally reluctant to participate in research (Van Heerden, Msweli & Van 
Rooyen, 2015), it meant delays to the proposed timeline of the study. This challenge did, however, 
allow for the diversification of the sampling technique, with snowballing playing a key role, in 
how I was eventually able to sample participants.  
Perhaps the most predominant difficulty I encountered throughout the research process was 
the dichotomisation of sex/gender (and also feminine/masculine, female/male, 
heterosexual/homosexual), which created categorical limitations that my participants and I 
struggled with during interviews, and that I further struggled with throughout the write-up process. 
Similar to what Pennington (2009) expressed as her difficulties in researching fluid sexualities, 
which is that it was often impossible to avoid the utilisation of dualistic language when discussing 
gender and sexuality. This meant that even though this research attempted to avoid dualism of 
female/male, feminine/masculine, and in some ways heterosexual/homosexual, due to my inability 
to formulate questions or statements in the write-up process that were outside of these traditional 
dichotomies.  
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7.3  STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
This research had some strengths, like the use of telephonic interviews that allowed the 
participants to be part of the study at a time that was convenient for them and also assured them of 
both confidentiality and anonymity, which are usually limited in qualitative research. Also having 
limited diversity in the sample, regarding participants’ age, sexual identification, and educational 
level, enriched our understanding of MSMW who have a similar demographical profile. Finally 
using a qualitative design yielded an in-depth understanding of sexual identity navigations by 
MSMW.  
One of the limitations of this study was the limited diversity of the same characteristics. Even 
though qualitative research does not seek to make generalisable statements about the state of the 
world, the restricted age range of the participants in this study meant that inferences made and the 
perspectives discussed are narrowed to MSMW forming part of a certain age group. This study 
sampled men between the ages of 23 years and 25 years, and thus no conclusions can be made 
about how young MSMW or older MSMW experience their sexuality in the presence of 
homophobia and how this affects their sexual identity navigation.  
Another study limitation linked to the sample characteristics is that the majority of the 
participants lived away from their families, and they were somewhat highly educated with all of 
them having a tertiary level of education. This means that their experiences represent those of 
MSMW who may have relatively better chances of engaging with their same-sex sexuality, with a 
lessened fear of being discovered by family members. Secondly, participants of this study have 
been outside of the rural context at least at some time during their identity navigation. This means 
that the findings of this study do not represent the views of rural MSMW, who may have other 
challenges due to their location and the constructed nature of rural masculinities in their context. 
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7.4  RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH   
The main recommendation based on the findings of the study is that more research is needed 
to focus on the diversities of MSMW. Such research would have to explore the experiences of 
MSMW at different life stages, from a wide range of demographic profiles, as well as paying 
attention to how they understand and navigate their sexual identities in contexts that they may feel 
are unsafe.  
More research that explores the mental health of sexual minorities in South Africa is needed 
to better inform tailor-made interventions for these individuals, as the results of this study and the 
existing literature suggest that sexual minorities may experience psychological distress related to 
their sexuality, fear of being rejected, feelings of isolation, and internalised homophobia – to 
mention a few.  
The promotion of gender sensitisation and sexual diversity in the media, the curriculum at 
schools, in the workplace, and in academic research is recommended to educate the citizens of the 
country about gender and sexuality and thus demystify and destigmatise same-sex sexualities and 
all other forms of sexual minorities. This is in hopes that knowledge will improve acceptance and 
tolerance, particularly in a country where no one should be discriminated against on the basis of 
their gender or sexuality.  
Considering that the literature indicates the presence of bisexual erasure and biphobia within 
the LGBTI community, I recommend that discourses around these issues should be sparked or 
highlighted, particularly within organisations that work with this key population to promote 
understanding and inclusivity. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix 1: Information sheet and consent form 
 
 
 
 
Psychology 
School of Behavioural Sciences  
 
South Campus 
Psychology Clinic 
Tel +27 (0)41 504 2330 Fax. +27 (0)41 504 1734 
   
nomthandazo.busakwe@nmmu.ac.za 
 
Who am I? 
Hello, I am Sakhile Msweli. I am a master’s student at the Nelson Mandela University.  
 
What am I doing? 
Exploring African men who have sex with men and women (MSMW): Navigating sexual identities 
and the presence of homophobia. 
 
Your participation  
I would like to talk to people like you, and ask you a few questions. I would like to ask you some 
questions about your behaviour and your sexual behaviour; the interview should take between 20 
and 40 minutes. I will not record your name or any identifying information.  
 
Some people feel anxious or embarrassed when asked questions about their sexual behaviour. 
Please understand that your participation is completely voluntary and that you are not being 
forced to take part in this study. The choice of whether to participate or not is yours alone. If you 
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choose not to take part, you will not be affected in any way whatsoever. If you agree to participate, 
you may stop participating in the research at any time and tell me that you don’t want to continue. 
If you do this, there will be no penalties and you will not be prejudiced in any way.  
 
Confidentiality  
Your answers will be stored in a mass storage device that will be kept in a secure and lockable 
drawer in my supervisor’s office and used for academic and research purposes now or at a later 
date in ways that will not reveal who you are.  
 
I will not record your name anywhere and no one will be able to connect you to the answers you 
give. Your answers will be linked to a fictitious code number or a pseudonym (another name) and 
I will refer to you in this way in the data, any publication, report, or other research output.  
 
You have two options of giving consent; you can either give verbal consent or written consent. 
You are not forced to give one form of consent over the other. Both forms of consent are valid and 
carry the same weight.  
 
Risks/discomforts  
At the present time, I do not see any risk or harm from your participation. The risks associated 
with participation in this study are no greater than those encountered in daily life. However, you 
may feel distressed after discussing personal issues about your sexual life. You will be given a 
voucher that you can use to visit a psychologist if you are left feeling distressed due to your 
participation in the study for psychological support. You may feel embarrassed or uncomfortable 
to answer some of the questions. After your participation you will also be provided with a list of 
organisations that you can call for psychosocial support on their toll-free numbers.  
 
Benefits  
There are no direct benefits to you from participating in this study. However, there is a possibility 
that you might benefit from talking about personal issues that you may not be able to share with 
anybody else on a regular basis. The information that you will provide has the potential to influence 
policies that might better peoples’ lives in the future. You may request the research findings from 
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me and they will be shared with you upon completion of my master’s studies. I will then send you 
a soft copy of the document. You may also get a hardcopy of the document at the Nelson Mandela 
University library. 
 
Who to contact if you have been harmed or have any concerns 
If you have any complaints about ethical aspects of the research or feel that you have been harmed 
in any way by participating in this study, please feel free to call me on 083 880 1223, or my 
supervisor, Dr Yaseen Ally, on 041 504 4060. 
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Appendix 2: Consent form 
 
 
 
 
Psychology 
School of Behavioural Sciences  
 
South Campus 
Psychology Clinic 
Tel +27 (0)41 504 2330 Fax. +27 (0)41 504 1734 
   
nomthandazo.busakwe@nmmu.ac.za 
1. Verbal consent  
I hereby agree to participate in research on African men who have sex with men and women 
(MSMW) from KwaZulu-Natal: Navigating sexual identities in the presence of homophobia 
I understand that I am participating freely and without being forced in any way to do so.  
I also understand that I can stop participating at any point should I not want to continue and that 
this decision will not in any way affect me negatively.  
I understand that this is a research project whose purpose is not necessarily to benefit me personally 
in the immediate or short term.  
I understand that my participation will remain confidential.  
I understand that the information that I provide will be stored safely and will be used for research 
purposes now or at a later stage. 
 
Has participant given verbal consent: 1. YES     2. NO 
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2. Written consent 
I hereby agree to participate in research on investigating African men who have sex with men and 
women (MSMW) from KwaZulu-Natal: Navigating sexual identities in the presence of 
homophobia. 
I understand that I am participating freely and without being forced in any way to do so.  
I also understand that I can stop participating at any point should I not want to continue and that 
this decision will not in any way affect me negatively.  
I understand that this is a research project whose purpose is not necessarily to benefit me personally 
in the immediate or short term.  
I understand that my participation will remain confidential.  
 
Signature of participant:………………….                                        Date:………………….. 
 
I understand that the information that I provide will be stored safely and will be used for research 
purposes now or at a later stage. 
 
Signature of participant:……………………                                      Date:………………….. 
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Appendix 3: Interview schedule: English 
 
 
 
 
Psychology 
School of Behavioural Sciences  
 
South Campus 
Psychology Clinic 
Tel +27 (0)41 504 2330 Fax. +27 (0)41 504 1734 
   
nomthandazo.busakwe@nmmu.ac.za 
 
Introduction of the research process  
Signing of consent documents  
Obtain permission for audio recording 
  
1. Age:  
2. Education level:  
3. How do you describe your sexuality? [Probe: why do you describe your sexuality in this way?]  
4. Have you ever disclosed your sexuality to anyone? [If yes; what facilitated disclosure; why were 
you able to disclose to this person?] [If no, why not, what would make you disclose; who are you 
most likely to disclose to and why this person?]  
 
[This guide was adapted according to participants’ responses to each topic]  
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Appendix 4: Interview schedule: isiZulu 
 
 
 
 
Psychology 
School of Behavioural Sciences  
 
South Campus 
Psychology Clinic 
Tel +27 (0)41 504 2330 Fax. +27 (0)41 504 1734 
   
nomthandazo.busakwe@nmmu.ac.za 
 
Introduction of the research process  
Signing of consent documents  
Obtain permission for audio recording 
 
1. Iminyaka yokuzalwa:  
2. Izinga lemfundo:  
3. Ubuchaza kanjani ubulili bakho? [Probe: Kungani ubuchaza ngalendlela?]  
4. Kukhona abantu osuke waphumela obala kubona mayelana nobulili bakho noma ngemizwa 
yakho yocansi? [Uma bekhona; yini eyakwenza ukwazi ukubatshela; kwenziwa yini ukwazi 
ukuxoxela lomuntu?] [Uma bengekho, Kungani?, Yini engakwenza uphumele obala?; Ubani 
umuntu ongaphumela obala kuye?]  
 
[This guide was adapted according to participants’ responses to each topic]  
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Appendix 5: Verbatim transcription conventions 
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Appendix 6: Ethical clearance letter  
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Appendix 7: List of service providers that offer psychosocial support to 
LGBTI communities 
 
Name of organisation Contact Email address Webpages 
OUT (012) 430 3272 neld@out.org.za  http://www.out.org.za 
LGBTI NETWORK PMB 033 342 6165 / 
033 342 6500 
info@gaylesbiankzn.org http://www.gaylesbian.org.za 
Durban Lesbian and 
Gay Centre 
031 312 7402 admin@gaycentre.org.za  http://www.gaycentre.org.za 
 
 
 
